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Introduction 


The Landscape of Race in the 21st Century 


n February 11, 2007, Senator Barack Obama, who had just the day 

before in Springfield, Illinois, declared his intention to run for the 
U.S. presidency, gave an interview with the 6o Minutes reporter Steve 
Kroft. Shortly into that interview, they had the following exchange: 


KROFT: Your mother was white. Your father was African. 
OBAMA: Right. 

KROFT: You spent most of your life in a white household. 
OBAMA: Yeah. 

KROFT: I mean, you grew up white. 


Obama’s response to this statement was quite interesting: 


I’m not sure that would be true. I think what would be true is that 
I don’t have the typical background of African Americans. Not just 
because my mother was white, but because I grew up in Hawaii; I’ve 
spent time in Indonesia. There [were] all sorts of ethnicities and cul- 
tures that were swirling around my head as I was growing up. ... 

There were times where that was difficult. One of the things that 
helped me to resolve a lot of these issues is the realization that the 
African American community, which I’m now very much feel a part 
of, is itself a hybrid community. ... 

What I also realized is that the American experience is, by defini- 
tion, a hybrid experience. I mean, you know, one of the strengths of 
this country is that we have these people coming from, you know, all 
four corners of the globe converging . . . sometimes in conflict . . . to 
create this tapestry that is incredibly strong. And so, in that sense, I 
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feel that my background, ironically, because it’s unusual, is quintes- 
sentially American. 


Undaunted by Obama’s attempts to explain his hybridity, and the hybrid- 
ity of the American people in general, Kroft continued: 


KROFT: You were raised in a white household? 
OBAMA: Right. 
KROFT: Yet, at some point, you decided that you were black? 


Obama responded: 
OBAMA: Well, I’m not sure I decided it.’ 


The present book is about this exchange, and the thousands of others 
like it that took place in the public sphere during the 2007—2008 presi- 
dential campaign. It is about the nation’s journey toward electing its first 
non-white president in its history, a time period spanning more than two 
centuries. It is about the awkward, fraught, and determined questionings 
of the nature, meaning, and authenticity of Obama’s blackness. And it 
is about the responses of the multiracial electorate to the narratives of 
national triumph, racial redemption, and post-racialism that were spun 
by the media and by the Obama campaign. 

The key issue that is explored in this book is how Barack Obama’s presi- 
dential candidacy served to reflect and shape the dynamics of race in the 
contemporary United States. The study is timely and important, because 
the present moment constitutes a pivotal juncture in the sociopolitical life 
of our nation. Obama’s election will have a lasting impact on race relations 
in this country, and it is perceived to have ushered in a “new age” in Ameri- 
can racial politics. Thus the conclusions that are reached concerning the 
meaning of race at this particular juncture are likely to set the parameters 
for teaching, activism, and scholarship about race for decades to come. 


Theoretical Concerns 
A number of prominent theorists have claimed that with regard to the 


issue of race, we find ourselves in a period of profound uncertainty and 
instability. As we move forward into the post-civil rights, post-feminist, 
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and ever more global age, they ask, what institutional, experiential, and 
ideological contours will the social construct of race take on? 

This question has acquired even more urgency, uncertainty, and interest 
with the recent election of a man socially identified as black as the president 
of the United States. For the last several years, scholars, pundits, and laypeo- 
ple alike have furiously debated what the Obama phenomenon says about the 
current state of race relations in the United States, and what it portends for 
our future. I conceive of this project as a case study in U.S. race relations that 
takes the candidacy of Barack Obamaas its object. The power of this particu- 
lar case is that it allows for a close exploration of a number of the most press- 
ing questions in the field of race relations at this time, including the following: 


How do we adequately capture the complexity of race in the 21st- 
century United States?” 


» How does racism most often manifest itself in the United States 


today? What fundamental differences are there in how whites and 
non-whites understand race?? 
ale 


To what extent are race and gender parallel constructs, and in what 
ways do they differ?* 


a Is the black/white binary still the primary axis around which race 
relations in this country revolve? Or has the racial map been fun- 
damentally altered by the mass influx of immigrants from Latin 
America and Asia in the last several decades?5 


Does it make sense to speak of “a” black community, or “the” black 
experience? Or have differences in socioeconomic status among 
African Americans led to markedly divergent worldviews, experi- 
ences, and identities?‘ 

ale 


Will the “browning of America” result in a peaceable redefinition 
and expansion of national identity? Or will it provoke a culture war 
over what it really means to be an American?’ 

aj 


Is the United States on the verge of overcoming its legacy of racial 
exclusion? Or will racism in the 21st century simply become more 
covert, insidious, and entrenched?’ 


Barack Obama’s presidential bid brought each of these issues sharply into 
focus. From the moment he declared his candidacy in February 2007, 
the nation was forced to undergo a thorough reexamination of its core 
beliefs, subconscious fears, and highest ideals concerning the concept of 
race—and the place of African Americans, in particular. 
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Data, Methods, and Study Design 


The vigorous debates about the election found in the print and online 
media constitute particularly fertile ground for a study of the changing 
politics of race in the 21st century. Thus articles, postings, and commen- 
tary gathered from the mainstream media and the blogosphere constitute 
the chief source of primary data used in this book. 

The most frequently referenced sources include newspapers (Wall 
Street Journal, New York Times, Washington Times, Washington Post, Los 
Angeles Times, Chicago Tribune, Boston Globe, Atlanta Journal-Constitu- 
tion), newsmagazines (Time, Newsweek, National Review, The Atlantic, 
Weekly Standard, New Republic, Monthly Review, The Nation, American 
Prospect), political blogs (Townhall.com, Michelle Malkin, Daily Kos, 
AlterNet, Salon.com, Huffington Post, RealClearPolitics, Politico.com, 
Drudge Report, The Root, Jack & Jill Politics, Black Agenda Report, Jezebel, 
Feministing), and other major media outlets (Associated Press, Reuters, 
Fox News, National Public Radio, CNN, CBS News, ABC News, MSNBC). 

The arguments developed in the book are based on my analysis of 
some 1,500 articles published or posted over an approximately three-year 
period. I began collecting data in earnest in November 2006, about three 
months before Obama declared his candidacy. That month saw the pub- 
lication of the article “What Obama Isn't: Black Like Me on Race” by the 
cultural critic Stanley Crouch, which was one of the first questionings of 
Obama's blackness. That month the Washington Post also printed Benja- 
min Wallace-Wells’s influential “Is America Too Racist for Barack? Too 
Sexist for Hillary?” This was an early attempt to parse the differing ways 
that race and gender would likely play out in the election. My analysis 
extends well into the first three years of Obama’s presidency, during which 
observers continued to take stock of the historical and cultural import of 
Obama's victory, and during which new controversies over race, politics, 
and nation would erupt.’ 

At each stage of reporting on the election, I focused on the ways that 
race figured into the stories and reports that were offered. I examined the 
frames—both positive and negative—used to interpret Obama’s life his- 
tory, his relationship to the social construct of blackness, his appeal to 
voters across racial lines, and his political beliefs and affiliations. I stud- 
ied the ways that ideas about race circulated through debates about the 
economy, gender, religion, patriotism, and foreign policy. I was particu- 
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larly interested in assessments of the broader role of race in the election, 
and the significance of Obama’s candidacy for the nation at large. After 
identifying key themes found in discussions of the election, I linked these 
themes to wider discourses about race in American society. 

One of the unique contributions of this book lies in its intersectional 
approach. Scholars of intersectionality have argued that in order to under- 
stand how race works in any given context, we must consider the role of 
other social variables as well. Race, gender, class, and sexuality do not act 
independently of one another, but rather interrelate and are experienced 
simultaneously. One of the most fascinating aspects of the 2008 presiden- 
tial election was that as race came ever more to the fore, questions of gen- 
der, religion, class, age, and nation were dragged right into the middle as 
well. Thus, while two chapters of this book focus primarily on the variable 
of race, others examine race in relationship to gender and to nation.’° 


The Landscape of Race in the 21st Century 


To set the stage for this study, we must consider the racial conditions that 
established the context for Barack Obama’s presidential bid. I begin with 
the observation that racial dynamics at present are contradictory, com- 
plicated, and in flux. The sociologist Charles Gallagher has stated that we 
live in a racially “schizophrenic” time. Similarly, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva 
writes of “the strange enigma of race in contemporary America?” And as 
Howard Winant has observed, “The contemporary United States faces a 
pervasive crisis of race, a crisis no less severe than those the country has 
confronted in the past. ... The cultural and political meaning of race, its 
significance in shaping the social structure, and its experiential or exis- 
tential dimensions all remain profoundly unresolved as the United States 
approaches the end of the twentieth century. As a result, the society as a 
whole, and the population as individuals, suffer from confusion and anxi- 
ety about the issue (or complex of issues) we call race?” 

The predominant features of the contemporary racial landscape 
include the following: 

Persistent inequality. The important but partial gains of the civil rights 
movement. The contradiction, or irony, of formal legal equality and a wide- 
spread commitment to racial equality in the abstract, contrasted with pro- 
found, andin many cases deepening, inequality in education, housing, wealth, 
income, employment, life expectancy, child welfare, and criminal justice.” 
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New immigrants of color. Mass immigration from Asia, Latin Amer- 
ica, and Africa following the elimination of national origins quotas in 
1965. The development of “new racial subjects” and the emergence of 
Asian American and Latino pan-ethnicity. The new immigrants com- 
plicate, but do not displace, the black/white binary understanding of 
racial dynamics. And as Ngai writes, the new demographics “have both 
enhanced the politics of diversity and multiculturalism and provoked 
nativist sentiment and campaigns.” In the 2008 campaign, fears about 
immigration were especially relevant to the larger discourses of race and 
nation that emerged from the political right. (Among liberals however, 
the conversation about race was primarily a discussion about black and 
white.)** 

Black identities. The emergence of plural black identities and compli- 
cated meanings of blackness. Of chief importance is the growing class 
divide among black Americans, leading to differences in identity, experi- 
ence, and political ideology. Dominant understandings of blackness today 
are further challenged by the increasing visibility of multiracial Ameri- 
cans, and the presence of black immigrants from the Caribbean, Latin 
America, and Africa. Of particular relevance to the issues addressed in 
this book is the emergence of a highly successful cohort of “post-racial” 
black figures in music, sports, movies, television, and politics. 

Crisis in white identity. As a number of scholars have written, the 
post—civil rights United States is characterized by considerable anxi- 
ety and insecurity associated with the social construct of whiteness. As 
whites have themselves become “racialized,’ whiteness is no longer a 
transparent or taken-for-granted category of identity. But what it means 
to be white is far from clear. The anxieties of whiteness have been pro- 
voked by the demands of the racial justice movements of the 1960s, mass 
immigration from developing countries, the decline of American inter- 
national hegemony, and shifts in popular culture toward a valorization of 
“diversity” 

These changes, scholars claim, have led to a pervasive sense of white 
marginalization, disadvantage, and victimization.” The range of cur- 
rent responses to the crisis of whiteness includes looking to one’s eth- 
nic roots for sources of “tradition, seeking authenticity in the cultures of 
others, embracing multiculturalism, rejecting multiculturalism, adopting 
an identity as a member of a “beleaguered minority,’ or seeking to affirm 
the roots of the “real America” in Christianity, “small-town America,’ and 
conservative values. One of the central arguments of this book is that 


Landscape of Race in the 21st Century || 7 


the racial politics of both Obama’s supporters and his detractors were 
formulated in response to the anxieties associated with whiteness and 
with race in the contemporary United States. 

Globalization and the construct of nation. The global dimensions of 
the anxieties of race must be considered as well. They stem first from the 
demographic and cultural shifts accompanying mass immigration from 
developing countries, as referenced above. The second most important 
factor in the production of racialized anxieties of nation is the threat of 
global terrorism. Questions that have been asked anew include: Who is 
an American? Do whites even have a place in their “own land” anymore? 
Or does the current wave of immigration in fact constitute a dangerous 
“immigrant invasion”? 

Colorblind individualism. The landscape of race is also very much 
shaped by the predominance of the ideology of colorblind individual- 
ism. This ideology holds that racial discrimination against non-whites is 
largely of a thing of the past, that it is better not to speak about racial 
matters, and that policy initiatives designed to remedy racial inequality 
are themselves discriminatory and unfair.” The Obama presidency could 
lead to the consolidation of this ideology, by seeming to “prove” that race 
is no longer a significant barrier to achievement. Alternately, this or other 
21st-century racial realities could lead to cracks in the hegemony of racial 
colorblindness. 

Post-racialism and the new politics of race. The 2008 presidential elec- 
tion brought to the fore discussions of post-racialism and new racial poli- 
tics. Currently the new race politics is an elaboration of the ideology of 
colorblind individualism, articulated as a set of racialized expectations of 
black Americans and other non-whites. It holds the potential, however, to 
develop into a more inclusive, empowering politics. 

As the discussion above suggests, this book engages with the theories 
of scholars who have made broad predictions about race relations in the 
coming decades. The authors I am in dialogue with include (but are not 
limited to) Howard Winant, Charles Gallagher, Michael Omi, Joe Feagin, 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Eileen O’Brien, Claire Jean Kim, George Yancey, 
and Andra Gillespie.” I draw especially on theoretical insights concern- 
ing the nature of contemporary race relations found in Winant’s The New 
Politics of Race and Bonilla-Silva’s Racism without Racists. The central 
theoretical concepts I work with, and expand on, in this book include col- 
orblind individualism, post-racialism, “new race politics,’ and white racial 
anxiety. 
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Elements of the Argument 


We heard from many corners in the 2008 election that race was largely 
irrelevant to the majority of Americans. Whites in particular did not “see” 
Obama’s color, they just saw Obama the man. And having elected a black 
president, the logic went, we were on the verge of achieving a truly post- 
racial society, where race no longer significantly affected one’s opportuni- 
ties or life chances. 

Social indicators, on the other hand, would seem to demonstrate the 
opposite. In terms of average wealth, income, educational achievement, 
rates of death, disease, arrest, incarceration, infant mortality, single par- 
enthood, voter participation, and home ownership, the United States 
remains profoundly racially stratified. While immigrants from certain 
parts of the globe have become fairly well integrated into the economic 
and cultural life of the nation, lower-income African Americans in partic- 
ular seem to remain the insoluble, indigestible “other” And despite claims 
that race mattered little to Americans choosing a president, a review of 
the evidence reveals that the mainstream media and the blogosphere 
were saturated with race talk in 2007/2008. So how do we make sense of 
these apparent paradoxes? 

It is my argument that race played a central role in the 2008 campaign, 
though in ways different than in the past. Blackness did not figure here 
as an automatic disqualifier for political office, but it was hardly irrele- 
vant either. Obama won not in spite of race, but because he offered an 
appealing, carefully mediated version of blackness that a majority of the 
electorate readily consumed. Crucially, this model of blackness provided 
a powerful “rebuke” to more problematic versions of black politics under- 
stood to be embodied by leaders such as Jesse Jackson, Al Sharpton, and 
Jeremiah Wright. Obama’s election was said to herald the dawn of a “new 
politics of race” 

The central narrative of the election crafted by the press was in many 
ways the story of America’s definitive “triumph” over racism. Obama was 
seen to offer the nation, and whites in particular, redemption and absolu- 
tion for the sins of the past. Supporting the Obama campaign was pre- 
sented as a revolutionary act that would bring about meaningful and 
definitive social change. This was so despite the fact that Obama was 
clearly most comfortable in the middle of the political spectrum. Further, 
while Obama invited Americans to believe that his campaign was a move- 
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ment for racial justice, he was clear that he would neither make substan- 
tive demands of whites nor fundamentally disrupt the racial order. 

Obama’s win has already influenced U.S. racial politics by bring- 
ing certain trends to the forefront while decreasing the likelihood that 
others will take root. In the former category are the expansion of black 
public identities and the ascendance of the 21st-century racial etiquette 
that I identify as the “new politics of race.” Obama’s win also means 
that a renewal of white support for race-based affirmative action is very 
unlikely. The racial controversies of the first years of the Obama admin- 
istration (the Sotomayor nomination, the Henry Louis Gates arrest, the 
racially inflected backlash politics of the “Tea Party”) further suggest that 
racial dynamics under the regime of the new race politics may be shifting 
to the right.” 

The election has particularly important ramifications for internal and 
external conceptions of American national identity. The person selected 
as president is the symbolic embodiment of a certain vision of our 
national past and present. With the election of Barack Obama, the “we” 
that we are is now potentially conceived of as red, white, blue, and brown. 
Obama won the 2008 election while claiming an impressive 43% of the 
white vote. But post-electoral developments—such as the vocal protests 
of “birthers” claiming that he is not a U.S. citizen, the attempts of certain 
members of the Tea Party movement to reestablish whiteness as a crite- 
rion of national identity, and the proposals to revise the 14th Amendment 
to restrict citizenship rights—suggest that contentious debates over race 
and national belonging will continue well into the 21st century. 


Organization of the Book 


In chapter 2, I turn to the weeks immediately following November 4, 
2008. I identify and critically evaluate the predominant interpretation 
of the meaning of Obama’s victory, which I call the “triumphalist narra- 
tive of post-race America.’ It is my argument that this ostensibly celebra- 
tory narrative encoded a series of deeply problematic assumptions about 
black Americans, the course of American history, and the roots of social 
inequality. Its assertion that the nation had been proved to be officially 
race-blind ignored the crucial, if complicated, ways that race did play into 
the presidential race. Most fundamentally, this narrative strongly sup- 
ported the conservative, “colorblind individualist” perspective on race— 
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one that masks and defends entrenched racial inequality while paradoxi- 
cally claiming to champion racial justice. But in the absence of a vigorous 
critique—or even better, an alternative, critical, and empowering analysis 
of the significance of Obama’s win—this narrative is likely to take root in 
the American psyche and become the new “common sense” about race in 
the United States today. 

Chapter 3 discusses the so-called new politics of race that the age of 
Obama is said to herald. The highly celebrated “new politics of race” is 
an outgrowth, or elaboration, of the ideology of colorblind individual- 
ism. The new politics focuses on the responsibilities of blacks (and other 
non-whites) in achieving a society free of racial strife. In the new poli- 
tics, blacks are called to “get over” race by ceasing to talk about it, leaving 
behind identity politics, and viewing racism not as systematic or struc- 
tural but as episodic and rare. Reasonable blacks should agree that most 
whites are well intentioned and colorblind, that whites and blacks can be 
equally racist, and that blacks must pull themselves up by their bootstraps 
and solve their own problems. 

There were many moments in the 2008 election in which the “new” 
politics of race were juxtaposed against the “old” Obama’s careful presen- 
tation of himself as a next-generation black politician, fundamentally dif- 
ferent from previous African American leaders, was, and continues to be, 
crucial to his ability to garner white support. I contend that the new poli- 
tics of race as presently formulated constitute a form of colorblindness in 
the defense of white racial privilege. But I suggest that the concept of new 
race politics may hold some promise, as the social and political realities of 
the 21st century do demand new ways of thinking about and dealing with 
race. 

In chapter 4, I discuss and compare the ways that race and gender fig- 
ured into the democratic primary. Here I rely on evidence from the print 
and online media, as well as quotes from a subsample of a large set of 
in-depth interviews I conducted with college students in the weeks pre- 
ceding the election.” In the first part of the chapter, I discuss the impas- 
sioned, often angry debates about race and gender that the contest occa- 
sioned, and the deep divides that were revealed to exist between women 
to the left of center. Among other things, the debates demonstrated that 
despite decades of discussion about multiculturalism and inclusiveness, 
conceptions of “womanhood” among many prominent feminist activists 
and white female members of the rank and file remained tied to notions 
of whiteness. They also entailed an increasing sense of victimization vis- 
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a-vis non-whites, a key characteristic of the contemporary construct of 
whiteness.” 

Chapter 5 analyzes the relationship between race and nation in the dis- 
course of Obama’s campaign. Though many pundits argued that Obama 
ran a largely “deracialized” campaign, it is my contention that race was a 
central, if implicit, element in Obama's core narrative. Obama positioned 
himself as heir to both the civil rights struggle and the American Revo- 
lution, and implied that through his candidacy, the highest ideals of the 
nation would be fulfilled. Having triumphantly lived up to its creed, the 
nation would be absolved of the sins of past and present. 

While the archetype of national identity that Obama presented was 
very different from the racially bounded, exclusionary forms of national- 
ism to emerge from the right, I argue, it was not without its own short- 
comings. National unity was to be achieved in part by glossing over 
historical and contemporary manifestations of racial injustice, and by 
promoting a vision of national “diversity” largely devoid of an agenda for 
social justice.” 

In chapter 6, I discuss racial politics among Asian and Latino voters 
in the 2008 contest. The chapter is motivated in part by a series of theo- 
retical questions pertaining to the racialization of non-black non-whites 
in the 21st century. Specifically, I assess the usefulness of a black/white 
understanding of race relations for understanding the experiences of 
non-black populations of color, and I explore Claire Jean Kim’s concept 
of “racial triangulation.” I look both at portrayals of Latino and Asian 
American communities found in the mainstream media, and I consider 
the politics of race from the perspective of those in the “racial middle” 
themselves.” 

I find first that the national discussions about race that took place dur- 
ing the 2008 presidential campaign were overwhelmingly framed in terms 
of black and white. The members of the racial middle, while not entirely 
absent from the discourse about race, were mostly peripheral to it. To the 
extent that Latino and Asian voters were discussed in the mainstream 
media at all, they were most often presented as the racial antagonists of 
African Americans. Their early, overwhelming support for Hillary Clin- 
ton was taken as a manifestation of deeply held anti-black prejudices, and 
as confirmation of the raging antipathies said to exist between blacks and 
other non-whites. I argue that this characterization of Latino and Asian 
voters had a functional role in the larger narrative of the election, as it 
served to verify whites’ own triumph over race. 
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The seventh chapter of the book critically examines the racial poli- 
tics of the right. I argue that the “real America” narrative forwarded 
by the McCain/Palin campaign was rooted in the racially coded popu- 
list discourse that the right has aggressively forwarded since the late 
1970s. According to the architects of this discourse, the nation is pro- 
foundly imperiled by cultural and demographic trends characteristic of 
the present age. At the top of the list are non-white immigration, secu- 
lar liberalism, gay rights, feminism, “black racism,” political correctness, 
and Islamic terrorism. Obama was figured as the embodiment of these 
threats, a foreign other who stood in opposition to the interests of “every- 
day Americans” and the nation itself. A vote for the Republican ticket, we 
were told, was a vote to uphold the sanctity and security of conservative, 
white, Christian America. 

In the concluding chapter, I discuss how developments since the elec- 
tion relate to the larger arguments that I have presented in the book. In 
particular, I focus on the birther and Tea Party movements. In the last 
section of the chapter, I consider the legacy of the 2008 election for the 
politics of race and nation in the future. 

What we saw in 2008, I argue, was neither that race no longer mat- 
ters in American politics nor that the United States is irredeemably rac- 
ist. Rather, we learned that a certain kind of black candidate, relying on a 
specific deployment of blackness, could in fact make it to the presidency. 
Obama won for many reasons—because he appeared to be an antidote 
to the Bush years, because he had an excellent team of advisers, because 
the economic meltdown made McCain look out of touch, and, in part, 
because of his race. Making scholarly sense of this fact is crucial to 
addressing the puzzle of race in the 21st century. I attempt to do so in this 
book. 


Y 2 2 


Post-race American Triumphalism 
and the Entrenchment of 


Colorblind Racial Ideology 


n January 20, 2009, Barack Obama became the 44th president of the 

United States. In the weeks following the election, as in the months 
that preceded it, countless social observers from across the ideological 
spectrum offered commentary concerning the cultural, social, and politi- 
cal significance of the Obama phenomenon. They especially discussed 
what Obama’s successful campaign said about the state of our democracy 
and the role of race in the saga of the nation. 

While the voices were not monolithic, a sort of consensus emerged in the 
public sphere. The pundits spoke, triumphantly, of the “major transforma- 
tion” that had taken place in the life of the nation. Obama’s win was said to be 
the realization of our national ideals and evidence of the maturation of our 
democracy. Observers from across the political spectrum proclaimed that 
we stood on the verge of a new, post-racial age, in which people would be 
judged by character and not by color. With the victory, the narrative went, 
the old politics of race, focusing on black grievance, victimhood, and protest, 
were vanquished, leaving in their place newer, more effective ways of getting 
things done. Obama's success was said to prove that if racism was not dead, 
surely it was on its way out. And while the election held many lessons for the 
country as a whole, the ones it offered to blacks were said to be among the 
most important: there are no longer any “excuses” for your failure. 

In this chapter I identify and critically evaluate the predominant nar- 
rative interpretation of Obama’s victory, which I call the “triumphalist 
narrative of post-race America.” It is my argument that this ostensibly 
celebratory narrative encodes a series of deeply problematic assumptions 
about black Americans, the course of American history, and the roots 
of social inequality. Its assertion that the nation has been proved to be 
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officially race-blind ignores the crucial, if complicated, ways that race did 
play into the presidential race. Most fundamentally, this narrative strongly 
supports the conservative, colorblind individualist perspective on race— 
a perspective that masks and defends entrenched racial inequality while 
paradoxically claiming to champion racial justice.’ 

The statements that are referred to in this chapter come primarily from 
journalists, bloggers, and other writers whose work appears in the main- 
stream and online media. I draw on approximately 150 articles appearing 
in the months immediately before and after the election. I analyze writing 
found in major newspapers, newsmagazines, widely read political blogs, 
and other large media outlets, from across the political spectrum.” 

The objects of my analysis, therefore, are the interpretative frames per- 
taining to the election presented in the American media. It is vital that schol- 
ars critically engage with these discourses, because the interpretations of 
Obama's victory that they encapsulate constitute the very grounds on which 
hegemonic understandings of the meaning of race in American society are 
being renegotiated. As one young black writer stated during the election, “at 
night the cable talk shows are filled with trifling gibberish that either extols 
Obama's ‘postracialism’ or cautions him against being branded the ‘black 
presidential candidate’ . . . These pronouncements are almost always made 
by men who would most likely be hard-pressed to recall the last time they sat 
down to dinner with a black family?” Speaking of the pundit class itself, he con- 
tinued, “I can’t think of a group more ill equipped to bear witness to humanity, 
much less a phenomenon as intricate and complicated as race in America’ 

Similarly, just after Obama’s win, one political scientist wrote, “Nowhere 
are promises of the ‘end of race’ better represented than in pro-Obama post- 
electoral celebrations in corporate media outlets . . . . It has become com- 
monplace in media debates to refer to segregation and racism as ancient 
history. . . . The intent is clear enough: the message is sent that Americans 
are finally transcending, or have transcended race” Taken together, these 
statements underscore the necessity of our challenging the outsized role 
that the media has played in shaping the national conversation on race.’ 


Triumphalism and Colorblind Individualism in the 2008 Election 
The narrative of post-race America is a 21st-century version of Ameri- 


can triumphalism. The political scientist Claire Jean Kim writes that 
American triumphalist narratives present the U.S. as “a uniquely great 


Post-race American Triumphalism || 15 


nation” that has “overcome all obstacles [in a] march towards the per- 
fect fulfillment of its founding ideals.” “A hallmark of triumphalist nar- 
ratives,’ she continues, “is their transformation of national vices into vir- 
tues, and their citation of the putative overcoming of these vices as proof 
of the nation’s dynamic progress towards the fulfillment of its creed’”* 
Each of these elements was present in the dominant narrative of the 
2008 presidential race. Once tarnished by a history of racial strife, and 
more recently disgraced by our participation in an unpopular war in the 
Middle East, we were said to have emerged from the election a nation 
redeemed. According to the pundits, Obama’s victory proved that we 
had left the era of racial oppression solidly behind us and were a nation 
for the world to again admire. 

The basic understanding of racial matters on which the myth of post- 
race America is built is the ideology of colorblind individualism. Soci- 
ologists have identified colorblind racial ideology as the dominant racial 
paradigm of the post-civil rights era.» While there are liberal and con- 
servative variants of this ideology, the differences between them at this 
juncture are fairly small. For example, while antidiscrimination legis- 
lation, voting rights, school integration, welfare rights, and affirma- 
tive action were once pillars of liberalism, these initiatives are now only 
weakly defended by mainstream liberal politicians.® The overall terms of 
debate about race in this country have moved significantly to the right in 
the last several decades, as the neoconservative perspective has won over 
the more left-leaning framings of racial politics.’ 

The central axiom of colorblind individualism is that we have already 
achieved an essentially colorblind society, one in which race is largely 
irrelevant to the life chances of non-whites. While most whites hold that 
they and others like them simply do not see race, non-whites are under- 
stood to be irrationally preoccupied with color. Acts of discrimination 
against people of color are viewed as infrequent, unlikely, and overre- 
ported. Under this paradigm, persistent racial inequality (in areas such as 
education, income, wealth, housing, and employment) is viewed as natu- 
ral and inevitable, or explained as being due to the cultural deficiencies of 
people of color. Blacks, in particular, are therefore called to get over their 
victim mentality, stop looking for increasingly rare instances of racism, 
and pull themselves up by their bootstraps.* 

As sociologists have demonstrated, colorblind individualism has many 
pitfalls. It enforces blindness to the historically accumulated advantages 
that whites receive in this society, as well as to the covert, routine mecha- 
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nisms of discrimination that are in place today. This perspective natural- 
izes inequality and allows strong anti-black views (i.e., they are lazy, sexu- 
ally irresponsible, “ghetto,” prone to crime) to flourish under the cover 
of supposed race-blindness. Increasingly, colorblind racial ideology posi- 
tions whites either as exempt from racial matters or as victims of reverse 
racism. The onus for solving the problems of race therefore lies squarely 
on the shoulders of people of color. Further, in this model, the achieve- 
ment of abstract equality before the law, or “race-neutrality,’ entirely sup- 
plants the goal of substantive equality. Thus efforts to achieve representa- 
tive parity in education or employment, for example, are characterized as 
illegitimate, anti-American, and unfair to whites.° 

Colorblind individualism emerged as a racial project of neoconser- 
vatives and members of the New Right who sought to halt or reverse 
the gains of the racial justice movements of the 1960s. Howard Winant 
argues, convincingly, that colorblind individualism attained hegemonic 
status because it responds to the manifold anxieties—cultural, demo- 
graphic, and economic—associated with whiteness in the late 20th cen- 
tury. Charles Gallagher further claims that colorblind individualism is 
appealing because “it removes from personal thought and public dis- 
cussion any taint or suggestion of white supremacy or white guilt, while 
legitimating the existing social, political, and economic arrangements 
which privilege whites”? 

Dominant interpretations of the significance of Barack Obama’s victory 
found in the press strongly reflected the ideology of colorblind individual- 
ism—in its more conservative and reactionary formulations. An emergent 
theme of the coverage of the presidential election was that race was largely 
a problem of people of color, as whites—having supported Obama in large 
numbers—had proved themselves to be truly colorblind. The news media 
especially forwarded the idea that reverse racism (à la Jeremiah Wright) 
was the most serious and prevalent form of racism today. Those who talk 
about racism were widely characterized as “race-baiters” and “agitators, 
and identified as the true source of our racial problems; thus, following 
Obama’s example, we were told that it was best to discuss race very little, if 
at all. Race itself was said to have factored very little in the election. But to 
the extent that it did, the pundits wrote, it was largely to Obama’s benefit— 
confirming the notion that blacks as a group tended to be racially advan- 
taged in today’s society. Further, our new president’s success was said to 
prove that affirmative action was unnecessary and unfair, and that blacks 
who were struggling to make it were largely to blame for their own prob- 
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lems—because they would not get over their obsession with race, because 
they preferred handouts to hard work, and because they tended to be poor 
parents (especially fathers) to their children. 

The ideology undergirding the triumphalist electoral narrative thus 
instructed us to turn our attention away from the mechanisms that con- 
tinue to sustain black marginalization, and firmly toward the deficiencies 
of the marginalized themselves. Rather than leading to a broad, critical 
dialogue about race, the kinds of arguments detailed above tend to fore- 
close the possibilities for meaningful dialogue altogether. An irony of the 
election of our first black president, then, is that the narrative forwarded 
in celebration of his victory may serve to “stall transformation of the racial 
order in the direction of greater equality” 

Three interrelated claims formed the cornerstones of the narrative 
of post-race America: first, that Obama’s victory redeemed the United 
States by proving that we were truly blind to color; second, that it demon- 
strated that we had officially solved the problem of race; and third, that all 
it would take for black Americans to be fully integrated into the Ameri- 
can mainstream was a solid work ethic, family values, and a willingness to 
get over their victim mentality. These claims are explored, and then inter- 
rogated, below. 


A Nation Redeemed 


A particularly triumphal tone was found in discussions of the meaning 
of the election for the country as a whole. Like other national events, 
such as the emancipation of the slaves, apologies for the Japanese intern- 
ment, or the “liberation” of Iraq, the 2008 presidential election figured as 
a moment where American benevolence was said to shine triumphant.” 
A nearly universal claim of the pundit class was that Obama’s victory 
demonstrated the greatness of our country, and stood as an affirmation 
of our most cherished ideals. In the Wall Street Journal, for example, the 
black conservative Shelby Steele described the win as “documentation of 
the moral evolution we have gone through in the past 40 years” And on 
RealClearMarkets, former U.S. civil rights commissioner Russell Reden- 
baugh declared Obama’s climb to the presidency to be “the definition of 
the American dream." 

So widespread was the implication that Obama’s victory made the 
United States a better place that the conservative news analyst Tucker 
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Carlson bitterly argued on November 4 that the media had framed the 
choice between Obama and McCain “as a referendum on the goodness 
of America.” Carlson was not far off the mark. In a February 2007 seg- 
ment of NBC’s Meet the Press, for example, the Politico.com chief politi- 
cal analyst Roger Simon had stated, “If America actually nominates him 
and then votes for him for president and elects him, this will be a sign that 
we are a good and decent country that has healed its racial wounds” 

Pundits especially emphasized Obama’s purported power to redeem 
the United States in the eyes of the world. Whereas the “disgraceful” years 
of the Bush administration had led international leaders to regard the 
United States with condescension and scorn, our selection of Obama was 
said to have led to renewed appreciation. As Garrison Keillor wrote on 
Salon.com, “We are being admired by Swedes! We don't have to pretend 
we're Canadians. We elected Barack Obama!” And as Bruce Cain declared 
in the Los Angeles Times on November 5, “If the U.S. can overcome its 
racial past, it gives hope to other democracies as well.” 


Post-Civil Rights and Nearly Post-Race 


The press also forwarded the notion that Obama’s victory meant that we 
had definitively turned the page on the problem of race. For the pop soci- 
ologist Michael Dyson, the election represented “a quantum leap” in our 
nation’s racial progress. And according to James Bacon in the Richmond 
Times-Dispatch, Obama’s win “gave Americans the opportunity to put the 
grievous demon” of black oppression solidly “behind them” 

Obama’s ascent was said to prove that racism in the United States was 
no longer systematic or institutionalized. As Ward Connerly, black Amer- 
ica’s most prominent affirmative action foe, asked in the Boston Globe, 
“How can you say there is institutional racism when people in Nebraska 
vote for . . . a self-identified black man?” In the Chicago Tribune, the lib- 
eral African American columnist Clarence Page echoed these sentiments, 
stating, “It’s hard to argue that our society is irredeemably racist when 
our multiracial electorate just elected a man with African roots and an 
Arabic-sounding name to be commander-in-chief”” 

Still others claimed that with the election the U.S. had solved the prob- 
lem of race entirely. According to the black columnist Phillip Morris, on 
November 4 “the nation unburdened itself of the albatross of race” and 
“completed its evolution into a racial meritocracy” In the Philadelphia 
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Daily News, Stu Bykofsky declared that with Obama’s victory, “America 
got the race monkey off its back?” And on the day after the election, the 
Wall Street Journal declared, “One promise of [the] victory is that per- 
haps we can put to rest the myth of racism as a barrier to achievement in 
this splendid country. Mr. Obama has a special obligation to help do so”? 
While right-wing advocates of colorblind ideology had long forwarded 
similar arguments about the end of racism, the 2008 election encouraged 
many political liberals to join the chorus. 

Some commentators took their arguments even further. For them, 
Obama’s success served as a strong and decisive rebuke to those “obsessed” 
with race and racism, proving that they had been wrong all along. Such 
misguided individuals included “professional fear-mongers” and “race- 
baiters” (such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton), race-conscious liberals, 
“victimologist” professors on campuses all over the country, and most 
of the black rank and file. On the night of Obama’s unexpected Janu- 
ary 3, 2008, lowa primary win, the conservative commentator George 
Will declared triumphantly on ABC News, “The big losers, two big los- 
ers tonight are probably Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton” The New Repub- 
lic chief editor Martin Peretz opined in April 2008 that “race hustlers” 
like Cornel West were “afraid that Obama has so deeply touched a nerve 
among white Americans that they will soon be out of work forever’™ 

From early in the democratic primary, journalists discussing the kind 
of change that was coming claimed that with Obama’s rise to power, the 
“old politics of race’—focusing on victimhood, grievance, and confronta- 
tion—had been vanquished, giving way to a politics that downplayed race 
while emphasizing interracial unity and self-help. As they triumphantly 
slammed the door on the old black politics, pundits displayed special zeal 
in shoving the “old black politicians” out the door with them. Obama’s 
ascent was repeatedly cast as the final verdict on the tactics and careers 
of Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton, whom many in the pundit class con- 
sistently discussed in terms betraying their disgust and irritation. In a 
2007 Atlantic article titled “The Great Black-White Hope,” Stuart Taylor 
triumphantly proclaimed that with Obama’s rise, the United States could 
“relegate to the dustbin of history the snake-oil salesmen who have been 
anointed by the media as the leaders of black America, even as they have 
used their prominence to poison race relations while (in many cases) liv- 
ing high on the hog” 

The black conservative Larry Elder predicted on Townhall.com that 
whether Obama won or lost, “Jackson and Sharpton and the rest of the like- 
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minded traveling circus [would] remain in the business of ferreting out, 
exploiting and often exaggerating allegations of racism for face time on TV 
and continued relevance.” And Juan Williams wrote on November 10 in the 
Wall Street Journal, “The market has irrevocably shrunk for Sharpton-style 
tirades against ‘the man’ and ‘the system’ The emphasis on racial threats 
and extortion-like demands—all aimed at maximizing white guilt as lever- 
age for getting government and corporate money—has lost its moment?” 

The Jeremiah Wright episode was a pivotal moment in the 2008 presi- 
dential campaign, in which the old politics of race were juxtaposed against 
the new. Wright, who had been Obama's pastor for more than 20 years, 
strongly condemned the racism and imperialism of the United States in 
a series of fiery sermons between 2001 and 2003. When tapes of the ser- 
mons surfaced amid the Democratic primary and were looped repeatedly 
across the 24-hour cable news cycle, the Obama campaign was thrown 
into a state of crisis. Conservatives excoriated Obama, denouncing him 
as a false prophet of post-racialism.*? Moderate and liberal commentators 
were taken aback by the sermons, at best. The Wright revelations threat- 
ened to derail Obama’s campaign by undermining its core, implicit prom- 
ise—to unite the nation through racial reconciliation. 

In his widely acclaimed “race speech” of March 18, 2008, Obama at first 
defended Reverend Wright, claiming that he could “no more disown him” 
than he could disown the larger black community. But he also character- 
ized Wright as a relic of a past era, an individual who held a “profoundly 
distorted view” of American history. In the weeks following the speech, 
Obama was forced to renounce Wright entirely, as his subsequent state- 
ments proved to be too incendiary for the candidate to explain away.”* The 
New York Times wrote of Wright’s April appearance at the National Press 
Club, “It required a powerful, unambiguous denunciation—and Mr. Obama 
gave it” As a next-generation black politician, Senator Obama could not 
afford to be associated with the divisive, polarizing politics of the “past” 

Thus the old and new racial politics theme was an important—and par- 
ticularly powerful—component of the postelection narrative. In essence, 
it was the final verdict on the progressive/liberal platform for racial jus- 
tice, which was disparaged as having wastefully siphoned money away 
from white taxpayers while encouraging black dependency and victim- 
hood. The conservative, colorblind framing of racial politics, which the 
post-race America narrative powerfully advanced, not only advocated 
wholesale abandonment of the left/liberal racial agenda—it forcefully 
demanded it. 
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Weve Done Our Part, Black America, Now It’s Up to You 


The last aspect of the post-race triumphalist narrative that I highlight in this 
chapter concerns the meaning of the election for black people. While differ- 
ent observers claimed that Obama’s victory offered hope to African Ameri- 
cans and gave them a fuller sense of citizenship, one argument resonated 
above all: a black president meant that the days of complaining about white 
racism were over. It was time for African Americans to give up their crip- 
pling sense of victimhood and claim full responsibility for their own lives. 

It was the candidate himself who introduced the personal responsi- 
bility theme into the discussion. During the 21 months of his campaign, 
Obama garnered both praise and scorn for repeatedly calling on low- 
income black males to become better fathers and more responsible citi- 
zens.” Black and white pundits alike seized on this message with relish. A 
week after the election, the retired African American columnist William 
Raspberry (a 40-year veteran of the Washington Post) wrote that blacks 
must start to “see life as a series of problems and possibilities” rather than 
“just a list of grievances.’ The conservative writer Stuart Taylor claimed 
that Obama’s success “should tell black children everywhere that they, 
too, can succeed, and they do not need handouts or reparations.” And 
Juan Williams argued in the Wall Street Journal that “the onus now falls 
on individuals to take advantage of opportunities,’ beginning with “keep- 
ing families together and taking responsibility for the twisted ‘gangsta’ 
culture that celebrates jail time instead of schooling?” 

The top personal responsibility buzz phrase in the weeks after the elec- 
tion was that in the age of Obama, there would be “no more excuses” for 
black failure.” In the days following the election, major media outlets cir- 
culated numerous stories filled with quotes from ordinary citizens who 
held such sentiments. In one November 10 article from the Wall Street 
Journal, a black college student was cited as saying, “Obama strips us as 
African Americans of every excuse, every ‘ism; every schism we've tried 
to hide behind. . . . We can’t hold the government responsible for our fail- 
ings” In a Washington Post story, a Harlem actor argued, “Barack Obama 
represents no more excuses. Like Booker T. Washington said, throw your 
buckets down and get busy” And in a November 6 Boston Globe piece, 
appropriately titled “Closing the Door on Victimhood,’ the Reverend 
Eugene Rivers (a frequent Fox News contributor) was quoted as trium- 
phantly proclaiming, “With [Obama’s election] the theory of white racism 
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is off the table. . . . Black people don’t want to hear it. White people don't 
want to hear it... . The old school is over’? 

The sociologist Howard Winant has identified such arguments as central 
components of the discourse of colorblind individualism. For years, heclaims, 
those on the right and the left “have ceaselessly instructed racially defined 
minorities to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps . . . and exhorted 
them to accept the content of their character as the basic social value of the 
country . . . in callous distortion of the message of Martin Luther King”? 


Post-race Triumphalism Interrupted 


While the arguments detailed above are highly reductive and problem- 
atic, I also recognize that they have a certain appeal. In the United States 
after November 4, there was a deep desire to celebrate Obama's victory, to 
make sense of it, and to take stock of where we were as a nation. Obama 
came to prominence at a time when many middle-class African Ameri- 
cans were frustrated and embarrassed by the stalled progress of the black 
poor, the stale rhetoric and tactics of self-appointed black leaders, and the 
persistent, if subtle, presence of discrimination in their own lives.” Amer- 
icans of all races were drawn to Obama by the sense of redemption that 
he seemed to offer, and by a desire to feel good about the United States 
again.” In this context, the story the pundits offered—that the United 
States was still a land of opportunity, and that blacks who worked hard 
could rise to the highest of heights—was a powerful one. 

The danger of this narrative, however, is that while it was superficially 
cloaked in the language of triumph and possibility, it was also firmly 
grounded in notions of white racial innocence and widespread black cul- 
tural pathology. Utterly failing to grasp the complex, multidimensional 
nature of the social construct of race, this narrative is nevertheless poised 
to become the new common sense about race in the United States today. 
Thus, in the section below, I offer a much-needed critique. 


On National Redemption 
First, despite the claims that Obama's victory redeemed the nation by 


proving us to be beyond concern with the issue of race, it is clear that the 
election was thoroughly saturated with racial meaning. For one, many of 
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the attacks on the candidate relied on veiled or explicit references to race. 
But even more important, I submit, Obama’s appeal to many voters was 
linked to his color as well. 

It was, after all, largely from his blackness, and through his blackness, 
that Obama was thought to derive his redemptive abilities. Though Hill- 
ary Clinton’s bid for the presidency was equally historic, there was, from 
the beginning, a presumption that an Obama presidency would be some- 
how more significant and more transformative for the nation. As Benjamin 
Wallace-Wells wrote in a November 2006 Washington Post article, “There 
is the sense that, by electing a female president, the nation would be meet- 
ing a standard set by other liberal democracies; the election of a black man, 
by contrast, would be a particularly American achievement, an affirmation 
of American ideals and a celebration of American circumstances.”** 

Obama's attempt to portray himself as the embodiment of hope and 
change during the Democratic primary was astoundingly successful, 
despite the fact that his policies differed very little from those of his oppo- 
nent. Obama’s tremendous appeal to many voters stemmed in part from 
his personal charm and relative youth, but it was also certainly due to 
his race. To quote the black conservative Shelby Steele in the Los Angeles 
Times, “Obama’s special charisma .. . always came much more from the 
racial idealism he embodied than from his political ideas. In fact, this was 
his only true political originality. . . . This worked politically for Obama 
because it tapped into a deep longing in American life—the longing on 
the part of whites to escape the stigma of racism.’ Steele made a similar 
point, a bit more cynically, in a Wall Street Journal article in March 2008: 


Bargainers make the subliminal promise to whites not to shame 
them with America’s history of racism, on the condition that they 
will not hold the bargainer’s race against him. And whites love this 
bargain—and feel affection for the bargainer—because it gives them 
racial innocence in a society where whites live under constant threat 
of being stigmatized as racist. So the bargainer presents himself as 
an opportunity for whites to experience racial innocence. This is how 
Mr. Obama has turned his blackness into his great political advan- 
tage, and also into a kind of personal charisma.* 


Thus Barack Obama was not just any black man, nor was he in any way 
a “civil rights—style” black politician. An icon of post-racialism, Obama 
stressed personal responsibility and self-help, and hardly ever spoke 
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about racism. He was careful to not appear angry and to not be overly 
identified with black issues. Further, he presented his blackness to white 
voters as a kind of offering—a source of authenticity, innocence, rebirth, 
and redemption. 

It should be noted that just underneath the claim that Obama’s vic- 
tory said something great about the nation was the real message—that 
it said something great about white people.” Though Obama won 95% of 
the black vote, little praise was heaped on the shoulders of blacks for vot- 
ing for him in such large numbers; in fact, much more common was the 
implication that African Americans supported him out of blind, unthink- 
ing racial chauvinism. Obama’s victory was portrayed as a special sort 
of victory for whites, who proved themselves to be more tolerant, more 
colorblind, and more jubilantly egalitarian than anyone had suspected. In 
this classic triumphalist formulation, Obama’s victory transformed vice 
into virtue, and reaffirmed the greatness of white America.” 


America, Post-Race 


We must particularly interrogate the claim that the country has largely 
solved the problem of race. While Obama's victory was an important 
milestone, it cannot alone erase the systematic and institutionalized 
nature of racial inequality in our society. Much sociological research has 
revealed the distance that we have yet to travel in this regard. 

We can begin by looking at the criminal justice system. Though Afri- 
can Americans constitute just over 12% of the general population, they 
are nearly half the prison population and 42% of those on death row. In 
our supposedly race-blind society, white felons are more likely to be called 
back for a job interview than blacks with no criminal record. Persistent 
residential segregation means that African Americans across the socioeco- 
nomic spectrum are far more likely to live in areas of super-concentrated 
poverty, thus exposing them to higher levels of violence, social isolation, 
and chronic unemployment. Recent research has further shown that the 
extension of subprime loans to low-income borrowers of color in the 1990s 
not only made these homeowners especially vulnerable to foreclosure, but 
also increased the rate of residential segregation in many areas.*° 

Inequality in the area of public education is particularly glaring. In the 
last decade and a half, courts around the country have reversed integra- 
tion orders from the 1960s and 1970s, sending black and Latino students 
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back to schools that are more than 90% non-white. Such high indices of 
segregation make it likely that the funding received in majority-white and 
majority-non-white school districts will continue to be vastly unequal, 
due to the greater political and economic power of white parents com- 
pared to parents of color. History has shown us that “separate” is inher- 
ently unequal, and the effects today are devastating. In a number of major 
American cities, fewer than one in three black males graduates from high 
school, and most of these young men are eventually incarcerated.” 

Sociologists have determined that one of the most important explana- 
tions for the persistence of racial inequality is the racial wealth gap. While 
the gap in income between whites and non-whites is considerable, the 
racial gap in wealth is far more substantial. The median net worth of the 
average white family in the United States is estimated to be 10 times that 
of the average African American family, and more than 60% of blacks have 
no net worth to speak of. Scholars have also found that the wealth gap 
transcends class and education. The highest-educated blacks, for example, 
have less than 25% the average net worth of similarly educated whites.” 

The ideology of racial colorblindness implies that the wealth gap must 
be due to racial differences in drive and initiative—that whites have more 
because they have worked harder. But a review of the historical record 
reveals that the wealth gap was created by generations of government 
programs and other policies that systematically favored whites. Among 
the most important mechanisms for the perpetuation of the racial wealth 
gap today is the intergenerational transfer of wealth. Asset-poor blacks 
are not able to pass on to their children the financial launching pad that 
is available to the offspring of relatively asset-rich whites. This means 
that younger whites are much more likely to be able to purchase a home, 
finance higher education, pay off or stay out of debt, and further grow 
their savings. It has been further shown that racial differences in wealth 
have a substantial impact on other dimensions of racial inequality, includ- 
ing the likelihood of employment, years of education completed, mari- 
tal stability, and out-of-wedlock birth. Thus, some scholars argue, unless 
there is a leveling of the mechanisms of wealth accumulation, it will be 
virtually impossible for blacks to achieve parity with whites.* 

Racial inequality also transcends considerations of class. People of 
color are underrepresented in the upper ranks of corporations, universi- 
ties, and law firms. Blacks currently hold 2% of all elected offices in this 
country, and since the Reconstruction era, only three black senators have 
been elected to the U.S. Congress (one of them being Barack Obama in 
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2004). Studies have also found that blacks with the highest levels of edu- 
cation report the highest levels of workforce discrimination.“* 

We must also keep in mind that the significance of race in the United 
States cannot be fully captured in statistics. Race pertains also to the 
domains of culture and ideas. In the 2008 election, pundits were obsessed 
with the question of race even before Obama officially declared his can- 
didacy. Commentators asked, Is Obama really black? Is he black enough? 
What kind of black person is he? Questions about Obama’s racial iden- 
tity were clearly embedded with myriad others, such as, Will Obama seek 
to make white Americans feel uncomfortable about race, or will he just 
let the issue go? Is he like or unlike Al Sharpton and Jeremiah Wright? 
How did such a mild-mannered guy end up married to such an angry, 
bitter black woman? Just how patriotic is Obama? Is he, in fact, American 
at all? Race may have mattered in the election in ways that were surpris- 
ing—more complicated and perhaps less predictable than we may have 
imagined—but to say that it did not matter at all is manifestly false. 


No More Excuses 


Lastly, I want to address the assertion that Obama’s victory proves that all 
blacks have an equal chance of making it in this society, so long as they 
work hard, improve their attitudes, and give up their victim mentality. In 
evaluating this claim, it is vital to note that Barack Obama was, in many 
ways, an exceptional black man. 

As the son of an East African immigrant, he had no ancestral ties to 
the histories of slavery or state-mandated segregation in this country. 
He was light-skinned and biracial, raised by his white mother and grand- 
parents in Hawaii and Indonesia. And as repeatedly emphasized during 
the campaign, he came to politics with an Ivy League education, having 
served as president of the prestigious Harvard Law Review and, later, as a 
law professor at the University of Chicago. 

This all matters in many different ways. High indices of school segre- 
gation, attacks on affirmative action in higher education, and a funding 
structure that ensures that the children of the poorest Americans will 
continue to receive the lowest-quality public education mean that the 
chances that the “average” black child will matriculate to the Ivy League 
are very slim. Thus Obama entered the race with educational qualifica- 
tions that were far beyond the reach of most African Americans.*® 
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Second, sociological research suggests that when whites perceive dif- 
ferences between black immigrants and native-born black Americans, 
they tend to prefer the former.” In her 1999 study of West Indians in 
New York, for example, Mary Waters found that white employers read- 
ily expressed a willingness to discriminate in favor of West Indians, 
whom they saw as more hardworking, trustworthy, and honest than Afri- 
can Americans. In 2004, the journalist Noam Scheiber suggested that 
Obama’s nontraditional name had worked in his favor during his political 
career, because it marked him as something other than “stereotypically 
African American.’ Similarly, the sociologists Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and 
Victor Ray noted that newspaper articles discussing Obama’s popularity 
among whites often focused on his Kenyan ancestry in order “to show 
how his racial background [was] different from that of the ‘traditional’ 
black candidate” 

Obama’s background mattered in other ways as well. Being biracial and 
light-skinned, he was phenotypically much closer to whites than were many 
other African Americans. Numerous studies of “colorism” have found that 
light skin has long offered myriad advantages to those socially categorized 
as black in the United States. Based on a survey of more than 2,000 African 
Americans, Verna Keith and Cedric Herring wrote in their 1991 American 
Journal of Sociology article that light skin was a stronger predictor of high 
education, employment, and income than parental socioeconomic sta- 
tus. In a recent Social Forces piece, Jennifer Hochschild and Vesla Weaver 
noted that lighter-skinned blacks were perceived as more attractive, intel- 
ligent, and pleasing by blacks and non-blacks alike. And since 1865, lighter- 
skinned blacks have been vastly overrepresented among the ranks of those 
holding political office. As Hochschild and Weaver write, “Colorism oper- 
ates in the political realm in much the same way that it does in [the] socio- 
economic realm; dark skin amplifies racial inequality.’ 

The findings of these studies are especially relevant to the 2008 pres- 
idential election. Obama was regularly described in the press as hand- 
some, dashing, cool, and “swoon-worthy”’ As a light-skinned, biracial 
man, Obama’s appearance offered him a presumption of intelligence, 
trustworthiness, safety, and attractiveness not available to the major- 
ity of African Americans, whose skin color, hair texture, and facial fea- 
tures make them more “stereotypically” and problematically black. (It has 
also not gone without notice that many of the other “next-generation” or 
“post-racial” black leaders—such as Cory Booker, Adrian Fenty, and Har- 
old Ford, Jr.—are also very light-skinned.)*° 
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The last, and perhaps most important, aspect of Obama’s exceptional- 
ism is related, again, to his ancestry. It was not just that he was the son 
of an immigrant, but that he was not the descendant of American slaves. 
Critical observers claimed from early in the race that Obama’s appeal to 
whites stemmed in large part from the fact that his biography (and how 
he spun it) allowed them to sidestep or ignore the realities of our racial 
history. As the MSNBC commentator Chris Matthews declared in Janu- 
ary 2007, “No history of Jim Crow, no history of anger, no history of slav- 
ery. ... All the bad stuff in our history ain't there with this guy’® This 
particular point of view was one that Obama himself reinforced. From 
his speech at the 2004 Democratic National Convention forward, Obama 
repeatedly declared that “only in America is my story possible.” Thus, 
through Obama, the slave was transformed into a voluntary migrant— 
and, further, one who had achieved the American dream. 

I do not in any way mean to imply that Obama was “not really black,’ 
or that he was less “authentically” black than are other African Ameri- 
cans. But it must be noted that his experiences and background made him 
far from the “average” black man, and thus mean that it was profoundly 
illogical to argue that his victory proved that all blacks could achieve the 
American dream if they just stopped making excuses. As James Gross- 
man of Chicago’s Newberry Library asked the day after the election, “As 
we congratulate ourselves for overcoming four centuries of racial oppres- 
sion, we need to recognize the extent to which Barack Obama also stands 
outside of that history. ... He has no roots in American slavery, the era of 
Jim Crow, or urban ghettos. . . . Is it possible that the only African-Amer- 
ican who could cross the fragile bridge across the racial divide was a man 
unassociated with the great crucibles of African-American life?” 


Conclusions 


This chapter has identified and critiqued elements of the post-racial nar- 
rative of American triumphalism forwarded in celebration of Obama’s 
victory. This narrative was firmly grounded in the tradition of colorblind 
individualism, and thus inherited the dangers and ideological blind spots 
of this paradigm. 

Far from proving that the nation was “beyond” the issue of race, the 
2008 presidential election was thoroughly saturated with racial mean- 
ing—for Obama's supporters as well as his opponents. Obama did not 


Post-race American Triumphalism | 29 


win a majority of the white electorate in 2008, but he won a larger share 
(43%) of whites than had Kerry, Gore, Dukakis, or Mondale; and Clin- 
ton tied him only in 1996. Obama attained a larger slice of the popular 
vote than any other Democratic candidate since Lyndon B. Johnson. And 
as the first black man to be elected president, he shattered a barrier that 
many thought would never be broken in their lifetimes. Obama achieved 
this victory in part because he was seen as a “post-racial” candidate who 
might unify and redeem the nation through the vehicle of his race. 

The pundits hailed the age of Obama as the dawn of a new era in racial 
politics, and as evidence of the nation’s definitive triumph over the prob- 
lem of race. But the supposition that the United States had largely solved 
its racial problems may be disproved by a consideration of the deep and 
in many cases widening indices of racial inequality. Though there were 
those who asserted that Obama’s story proved that the failure of poor 
blacks to rise from the bottom of the socioeconomic hierarchy was best 
explained by their cultural deficiencies, it was in fact the exceptional, 
atypical, “post-racial” nature of Obama’s blackness that was crucial to his 
all-American success. 

Despite the power of this problematic post-race narrative, we do find 
ourselves in a moment of possibility. We have a president with a mandate 
for “change,” which is related in some way to his race. After several years 
of race talk accompanying Obama’s meteoric ascent, hegemonic concep- 
tions of the ways that race operates in this society may be in a period of 
relative flux and renegotiation. 

Race is a powerful, multivalent cultural signifier, with complicated 
and contradictory meanings. In this country, racial symbols—espe- 
cially those related to the constructs of black and white—have for centu- 
ries deeply influenced our economic, cultural, and political life. Further 
exploration of the complex ways race figured into the 2008 presidential 
election is found in the next chapter of the book, as I discuss post-racial 
black identities and the promises and pitfalls of the “new politics of race” 
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Rooted in the Black Community 
but Not Limited to It 


The Perils and Promises of 


the New Politics of Race 


he idea of the “new black politics” or the “new politics of race” gained 
tremendous currency during the 2008 American presidential elec- 
tion. According to the triumphal narrative spun by the pundits, Barack 
Obama’s ascendance signaled that the “old” politics of race, focusing on 
black grievance, victimhood, and protest, were vanquished, leaving in 
their place newer, more effective ways of getting things done. 
Referencing the differences between himself and those who had come 
before, Obama claimed that he was “rooted in the black community” but 
“not limited to it” The senator was widely described as a member of anew 
cohort of black politicians whose style, tactics, and rhetoric differed mark- 
edly from those of their civil rights—era predecessors. Among those iden- 
tified as fellow members of the next generation were Newark, New Jer- 
sey, Mayor Cory Booker, Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick, former 
Washington, DC, mayor Adrian Fenty, former Tennessee representative 
Harold Ford, Jr., and former Republican Party chairman Michael Steele.” 
While the term has been used primarily in reference to blacks in elec- 
toral politics, the “new politics of race” are part of the broader politics of 
post-racialism. The concept of post-racialism has been used in reference 
to African Americans in television, music, sports, and film for a number 
of years. Exemplars of post-racialism outside the field of politics include 
Oprah Winfrey, Will Smith, Michael Jackson, Michael Jordan, Tyra Banks, 
and Tiger Woods. In this chapter, I use the phrases new politics of race, new 
black politics, and politics of post-racialism more or less interchangeably. 
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It is my argument that the so-called new politics of race is an out- 
growth of the ideology of colorblind individualism. It is a set of proscrip- 
tions for handling racial matters in the 21st-century United States with 
both discursive and practical dimensions. The new race politics focuses 
on the responsibilities of blacks and other non-whites in achieving a 
society free of racial strife. Blacks are called to “get over” race by ceasing 
to talk about it, leaving behind identity politics, and viewing racism not 
as systematic or structural but as episodic and rare. Reasonable blacks 
should agree that most whites are well intentioned and colorblind, that 
whites and blacks can be equally racist, and that blacks must take sole 
responsibility for their own lives. The highly lauded new politics of race 
thus place the burden of solving the nation’s racial problems primarily 
on the shoulders of people of color, while declaring whites to be largely 
absolved of responsibility. 

There were many moments in the 2008 election in which the “new” 
politics of race were juxtaposed against the “old” One the one hand, we 
had Jesse Jackson's criticism of Obama for “talking down to black peo- 
ple,” Cornel West’s anger that he did not attend the State of the Black 
Union summit, and Jeremiah Wrights fiery sermons. Contrast these 
with Obama’s repeated calls for black personal responsibility, his implied 
preference for class-based affirmative action, and his tendency to avoid 
explicit discussion of the issue of race. 

Though Obama played the new politics of race to win, he certainly did 
not establish the rules of the game himself. Obama’s careful presenta- 
tion of himself as a next-generation black politician, fundamentally dif- 
ferent from (if partially indebted to) previous African American leaders, 
was, and continues to be, crucial to his ability to garner white support. 
In the few instances in which Obama has been seen as crossing over into 
“old” race politics—by speaking too openly about racism, or evidencing 
too much color consciousness—he has been rebuked by the mainstream 
media and the general public. 

The present chapter constitutes a theoretical exploration of the dimen- 
sions of the new politics of race. Though the term has thus far not entered 
into the lexicon of social scientists in the sense used here, it is neverthe- 
less crucial that scholars of race consider its political and social impli- 
cations. Pundits, journalists, and other commentators from across the 
political spectrum now regularly refer to the “new racial calculus” or “new 
race politics” in seeking to describe, and influence, racial dynamics in the 
age of Obama. Further, while there may be certain promises in the idea of 
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a new race politics, in its present formulation, the perils of the discourse 
are far more numerous. Thus insight into the so-called new politics of 
race is a vital point of entry for scholars who wish to engage the wider 
discussions of race taking place in the United States today. 


Questions, Concerns, and Context 


My discussion of the new politics of race is based on a careful review of 
the discourses that emerged from the media coverage of the 2008 presi- 
dential election. I considered writings, speeches, and other public state- 
ments made by conservative and liberal observers. I examined several 
hundred articles and blog posts over a two-year period, from the opening 
months of Obama’s candidacy to well into the first year of his presidency. 
My focus in this particular chapter is on the conceptual frameworks used 
by political observers in seeking to explain their own excitement about 
Obama’s way of dealing with issues of race. Why did it seem to so many 
that Obama alone might finally take us beyond the “stale” and “exhausted” 
racial politics of the last several decades?’ (As the subtitle of one article 
breathlessly asserted, “Obama Shakes Up America’s Cultural Landscape 
with His Unprecedented Ability to Bridge the Color Divide”)* And why 
was this so important in the 2008 presidential race? 

I became specifically attuned to the concept of “new race politics” via 
the numerous articles that appeared on the subject. As writer after writer 
claimed that Obama was a part of a “new generation” of black leaders who 
had rejected the “divisive” and “confrontational” methods of their for- 
bears, I detected a note of joy in these pronouncements.’ Eventually, it 
appeared that rather than simply chronicling Obama’s words and deeds, 
political discourse in the presidential race had begun to articulate a set 
of expectations, or demands, of Obama, and of other African Americans 
by extension. If Obama was striking a bargain with white America in his 
quest for the White House, I wondered, what exactly did this bargain 
entail? And what would be the longer-term implications of this bargain 
for the rest of black America? 

I thus began to regard the new black politics discourse with a very crit- 
ical eye. In some ways it seemed that the eagerness to move beyond our 
decades-old “racial stalemate” was in fact an eagerness to put an end to 
affirmative action, to condemn the black poor, and to sweep discussions 
of racial inequality under the rug. Was Obama really helping to open up a 
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vibrant new dialogue about race in America, as he had suggested? Or was 
he (unwittingly?) helping to shut down the voices of racial progressives, 
and to shift the terms of debate about race even further to the right?‘ 

The issues that I explore in this chapter are similar to ones that have 
been discussed in the field of political science. Since the mid-1990s, 
political scientists have especially inquired into the changing dynamics of 
black electoral politics.” One particular topic of study has been the degree 
to which black candidates have garnered the support of an increasing 
number of white voters. In a pivotal essay from 1993, Joseph McCormick 
and Charles Jones argued that many successful African American candi- 
dates had begun to rely on a strategy of “deracialization,’ or the attempt to 
“diffus[e] the polarizing effects of race” by “eschewing explicit reference to 
race-specific issues.’* Candidates pursuing this strategy avoid the impres- 
sion that they will specifically cater to blacks by “emphasizing those issues 
that are perceived as racially transcendent.” Deracialized politicians of 
color are careful not to associate “with people that white voters will view 
as racial partisans,’ and make sure to project a “nonthreatening,” “reassur- 
ing image to the white electorate.” 

I identify many of these same elements in my analysis of the new poli- 
tics of race. But I depart from McCormick and Jones in at least two key 
respects. First, the concept of deracialization in my view is overly dichot- 
omizing. While Obama and other contemporary black politicians do tend 
to de-emphasize the issue of race, the new black politics does not involve 
a complete disavowal of racial themes, but rather it implies a particular 
orientation toward issues of race. As I argue further in chapter 5, implicit 
racial appeals were very significant to the core messaging of Obama’s 
campaign. Though numerous pundits described Obama as having “tran- 
scended” race entirely, I argue that his particular presentation of black- 
ness was actually key to his electoral success. As a post-racial black can- 
didate (i.e., through his magical blackness), Obama could (a) serve as the 
antidote to Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton, (b) grant whites absolution for 
the racial sins of the past, and (c) redeem the nation by demonstrating the 
United States to be again a shining beacon of democracy and progress. 

This particular critique of the deracialization thesis (that it is overly 
black and white) is widely found in the most recent wave of political sci- 
ence literature.” I depart still further from this literature, however, in that 
the black politics I refer to transcends the electoral realm. The new poli- 
tics of race in my view is not only a set of expectations that voters have 
of black political candidates, it is a set of expectations of African Ameri- 
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cans as a whole. Consider the many “lessons” that Obama’s November 
4 victory was said to have for the black community (discussed in chap- 
ter 2): that there were no more excuses for black failure, that the days of 
complaining about white racism were over, and that the notion of racism 
still being a significant barrier to achievement was a myth that had been 
definitively disproved." Thus another key reason for scholars to grapple 
with the concept of the “new politics of race” is that the discourse poten- 
tially establishes parameters of acceptable or desirable behavior for all 
blacks in the 21st century. 


The Racial Pact 


It should be apparent from the paragraphs above that my use of the term 
“new politics of race” differs from other usages found in the social science 
literature. Howard Winant, for example, published a book by the same 
name in 2004. For Winant, the new politics of race refers to the broad 
range of conditions characterizing race relations in the contemporary era. 
Here, however, the new politics of race is more narrowly defined. 

I use the term as it was applied in the 2008 presidential election—to 
draw distinctions between the rhetoric and tactics of leaders such as Barack 
Obama, and those of figures such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton. My 
dichotomy between new- and old-style black politics is similar to the dis- 
tinction made by the African American conservative Shelby Steele, though 
my analysis of the significance of this distinction is completely different.” 

The key concepts in Steele’s typology are “bargaining” and “chal- 
lenging, which he defines as “two of the masks” that blacks commonly 
assume in dealing with whites. Bargainers, Steele writes, “make a deal 
with white Americans that gives [them] the benefit of the doubt: I will 
not rub America’s history of racism in your face, if you will not hold my 
race against me.’ In exchange, he claims, whites respond with “gratitude, 
warmth, and even affection” While Barack Obama, for Steele, is a classic 
bargainer, Jesse Jackson is a prototypical challenger. Challengers, Steele 
writes, try to “manipulate” or “shame” whites into giving them “some form 
of racial preference.” They “use the moral authority of their race’s historic 
grievance to muscle for preferential treatment,’ which makes whites “qui- 
etly seethe” “Mr. Obama,” on the other hand, “has been loved precisely 
because he was an anti-Jackson,’ Steele claims. He is “a bargainer who 
grants [whites] innocence before asking for their support.” 
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There are several useful elements of this argument, which I will discuss 
below. But first, I must point out what is wrong with it. The fundamental flaw 
in Steele’s formulation, in my view, is that it analyzes racial dynamics entirely 
outside the context of the material relations in which they are embedded. 
Steele implies that racial politics is a game devised and manipulated entirely 
by African Americans. Blacks deploy historical grievances against innocent 
and well-intentioned whites who are eager—or even desperate—to please 
them. In this perspective, whites in their “natural state” stand apart from the 
issue of race. They only become involved in racial matters to the extent that 
they are drawn in by blacks who play on their guilt. Whites do not systemati- 
cally benefit from racial privilege, they harbor no discriminatory sentiments, 
and in fact they would not notice race at all if it were not thrust into their 
faces. Such an argument could make sense only in a vacuum—if there were 
no actual existing racial hierarchy, no gaping racial disparities in wealth and 
in health, no entrenched patterns of residential segregation, under-employ- 
ment, or over-imprisonment, or if the nation’s political and economic sys- 
tems were not still largely under the control of whites. 

What Steele gets right, I believe, is the notion that the politics of race 
today involve a sort of negotiation or exchange, and that in today’s society 
whites are eager to be absolved of responsibility for the issue of race. But 
the locus of power in Steele’s exchange is fundamentally wrong. Racial 
dynamics today may involve a negotiation, but blacks as a group simply 
do not have the power to entirely determine the terms of the negotiation 
themselves. Further, a far more basic, and less nefarious, end than special 
treatment or unfair advantage that non-whites would seek in any such 
exchange is access: access to the goods, services, wealth, esteem, influence, 
and opportunities that are for the most part, again, largely controlled by 
whites. Concretely, these ends may include safer neighborhoods, better 
schools, higher-paying jobs, or positions of political power. Most broadly, 
they amount to fuller integration and acceptance into American society. 


Colorblind Ideological Roots 


To understand the new politics of race, it is crucial to understand the central 
ideology from which it is derived. Colorblind individualism has been identi- 
fied as the predominant ideological framework through which most Ameri- 
cans understand racial matters today. The basic premise of this ideology is 
that we have already achieved a largely colorblind, race-neutral society, one 
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in which race has little impact on the life chances of non-whites. Thus, in this 
view, policies such as affirmative action are unfair to whites and probably 
unconstitutional.** Acts of anti-black discrimination are viewed as infrequent 
and unlikely, while “reverse racism” is seen as a far more serious concern. 

Many whites today hold that they, like the nation’s laws and institu- 
tions, are largely colorblind. But non-whites, by contrast, are often per- 
ceived to be irrationally preoccupied with race.” In making sense of the 
many ills that plague low-income communities of color, a colorblind 
individualist perspective holds that such problems are either natural and 
inevitable (i.e., there have to be some poor people, so why not them?) or 
due primarily to the personal failings of non-whites.* Poor blacks are 
seen as especially troubling members of the polity. Colorblind individual- 
ism holds that if blacks would simply learn to take responsibility for their 
own lives and free themselves of the self-limiting ideologies of victim- 
hood and failure, then no barriers could stand in their way.” 

The new politics of race is an elaboration, or outgrowth, of the ide- 
ology of colorblind individualism, formulated as a set of expectations 
of African American political candidates and other blacks by extension. 
As stated earlier, the new race politics focuses on the responsibilities of 
blacks and other non-whites in achieving a society free of racial strife. In 
many ways, the new race politics is a kind of 21st-century racial etiquette. 
It is a contract, a pact, or a bargain made between white Americans and 
upwardly mobile blacks.” In exchange for full integration into the Ameri- 
can mainstream, and in the name of racial harmony, the new politics of 
race calls on African Americans to do the following: 


Adopt an open, friendly manner. 
Give up the language of “grievance” and “victimhood” 
Play down the significance of racism. 


PY YY pb 


Distance yourself from divisive, angry, or otherwise problematic 

black public figures. 

5. Repudiate the choices and lifestyles of the black poor. 

6. Focus on self-help and self-reliance. Avoid being overly identified 
with “black issues?” 

7. Reaffirm your love of country. Emphasize your Americanness above 

all, leaving behind identity politics and separatism.” 


In the section below, I elaborate on these principles and place them in the 
context of the 2008 presidential election. 
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Dimensions of the New Politics of Race 


1. Adopt an open, friendly, nonthreatening manner in order to counter the 
unease or discomfort that other blacks have caused whites to feel. The first 
dictum of the new race politics has to do with tone or style. Having a 
distinctly friendly, nonthreatening persona is strongly characteristic of 
each of the major icons of post-racialism (Oprah Winfrey, Tyra Banks, 
Will Smith, etc.). As Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick said in 2007, 
“In so much of the work I’ve done, I’ve found that you had to put people 
at ease on the question of race before you could even start to talk about 
what you were doing”? Barack Obama referred often to the “core good- 
ness” and “essential decency” of (white) Americans during the presiden- 
tial race. Commentators were particularly enthralled with his “megawatt 
smile,’ affable manner, and apparent inability to display anger. 

The New York Times discussed the importance of Mr. Obama’s seem- 
ing aversion to anger in an article titled “Color Test: Where Whites Draw 
the Line’”* The conservative Abigail Thernstrom argued in the National 
Review that “anger and alienation are arguably the most worrisome 
aspects of black urban life and culture.’** Thus it was clear from early on 
that there would be no tolerance for an angry black man in the White 
House. Obama’s upbeat, approachable nature was a prerequisite of the 
new racial contract. 

2. Give up the language of grievance, victimhood, and confrontation. 
Agree that protest and anger are tactics that are unhelpful and unwar- 
ranted, and should thus be abandoned. Calls for the black community 
to give up the politics of “grievance” and “victimhood” echoed loudly 
throughout the presidential race. The consensus was that the general 
public was tired of hearing blacks complain about racism, and further, 
that such complaints—characterized as “perverse,” “pathological” and 
“self-defeating”—were major barriers to black success.” 

Barack Obama was celebrated as the harbinger of a new era in which 
black grievance would be a thing of the past. Reason Magazine associ- 
ate editor Michael Moynihan wrote in November 2008 that Obama had 
“disowned the ossified policies of the post-King civil rights movement”— 
which included “paranoia about the actions of whites” and a obsession 
with “racial authenticity.’ In his November 10 Wall Street Journal article, 
the African American journalist Juan Williams stated triumphantly, “The 
idea of black politics now tilts away from leadership based on voicing 
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grievance, and identity politics based on victimization and anger” “How 
does anyone waste time on racial fantasies like reparations for slavery,’ 
he asked, “when there is a black man who earned his way into the White 
House?” Calls for blacks to give up victimhood continued well into the 
first year of Obama’s presidency. In early 2009, a writer at the National 
Review declared that while “the grievance/victimhood industry” had 
taken “a major hit with the election of President Obama,’ it was “not out 
of business?” 

Several black journalists pointed out that this discourse tended to 
imply that pessimism, grievance, and self-defeating behaviors were not 
only major parts of black culture, but in fact the essence of contempo- 
rary black culture (especially among the black poor). As Ta-Nehisi Coates 
states, “One thing I do know, the .. . definition of blackness [as] ‘a sense of 
black grievance’ ... is a joke. . . . That sort of flat rendering of black Amer- 
ica, keeps up this false idea that the most unifying factor of black culture 
is the ability to make white people feel guilty” “Look, I know this is tough 
to believe,’ he continued, “but black people aren't nearly as obsessed with 
white people, as the media would have you think.”* 

3. Play down the significance of racism. Acknowledge how little rac- 
ism there is in the United States today compared to the pre-civil rights 
era. Affirm that the past is the past and that today things are far differ- 
ent. Obama did this at several key moments during the election. In his 
March 2007 speech in Selma, Alabama, for example, he stated that the 
United States had come 90% of the way toward achieving racial equality.” 
And in his highly praised race speech of March 2008, Obama argued that 
his former pastor Jeremiah Wright had a “profoundly distorted view” of 
race relations that “elevates what is wrong with America above all that 
we know is right with America.” In the 2008 presidential race, even more 
important than minimizing the significance of racism, however, was the 
story of the United States’ triumph over race. A central element of the 
narrative of the campaign was that Obama’s ascent represented the final 
march toward the achievement of racial equality. As the president-elect 
stated in his November 4 victory night speech, “If there is anyone out 
there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are pos- 
sible... tonight is your answer”? 

Almost never speak about racism, even when pressured to do so. Obama 
and his advisers have been generally careful to abide by this dictum. In 
fact, they have at several points declared as invalid the allegations of rac- 
ism made by his allies. The White House was quick to disagree with for- 
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mer president Jimmy Carter’s September 2009 assertion that opponents 
of Obama’s health care plan were motivated by racism.” And in October 
2009, Obama “chided” Attorney General Eric Holder for stating that the 
United States was a “nation of cowards” when it came to dealing with the 
issue of race.” 

If you must speak about racism, however, agree that it is a two-way 
street, and that whites and blacks can be equally racist. (Neoconservative 
version) In fact, you will probably find yourself focusing on black racism 
most of the time. Blacks, after all, tend to be more racist than whites, 
because their constant focus on race and overblown racial paranoia leads 
them to engage in racist thinking, speech, and behavior on a regular 
basis. In 2008, conservatives latched onto the notion that Obama’s for- 
mer pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, was a racist (and a nutcase)— 
and so was Obama, by association. 

(Liberal version) If you must discuss white racism, talk about it not as 
systematic, institutional, or implicating white Americans as a group (e.g., 
unearned advantages that accrue regardless of whether they are desired; 
pervasive but unacknowledged anti-black stereotypes). Racism is to be 
understood as the kind of overt actions, speech, and ideas characteristic 
of the pre—civil rights era, now generally committed only by Archie Bun- 
ker types and members of hate groups—the old-style racism that most 
Americans easily identify and eagerly condemn.** Talking about racism in 
this sense (every once in a while) in the liberal paradigm is not only toler- 
able but is in fact a social good. In condemning old-style racism, Ameri- 
cans are afforded the opportunity to affirm that they are anti-racist, color- 
blind, and thus morally upstanding people. 

When Obama has directly or even indirectly addressed contemporary 
manifestations of racism in a more spontaneous manner, he has found 
himself in hot water. His August 2008 remark that he did not look like “all 
the presidents on the dollar bills” led to a sharp decline in his approval 
rating among whites.” As the title of one article read, “More Voters Think 
Obama Played Race Card Than McCain in Recent Political Mini-Fire- 
storms”? Similarly, President Obama’s July 2009 statement that the arrest 
of the Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr. was part of a legacy of US. 
racial profiling provoked another slide in his approval rating and weeks of 
debate in the press.” One reporter warned that the comment constituted 
Obama’s second major “race mistake” (the first being his association with 
his controversial former pastor). The Fox News commentator Glenn Beck 
infamously claimed that the statement proved that Obama was “a rac- 
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ist” who had “a deep-seated hatred for white people or the white culture” 
More than a year later, the Wall Street Journal published an article again 
denouncing Obama’s Gates statements as divisive and polarizing. 

4. Distance yourself from divisive, angry, or otherwise problematic 
black public figures. (Liberal version) The “old guard” should be avoided 
because they are from a past era, fighting a battle to end widespread racial 
discrimination that has already been won.* (Conservative version) The 
problem with the Sharptons and the Jacksons is that they are “hate-mon- 
gers” and “race peddlers” who stir up racial conflict simply to advance 
their careers.” 

In their 1993 article, McCormick and Jones identified achieving dis- 
tance from racial partisans as one of the pillars of deracialization. This 
strategy was a particularly important component of Barack Obama’s pres- 
idential campaign. As Peter Beinart wrote in the New Republic, “In U.S. 
politics . . . there are no ‘good’ blacks without ‘bad’ blacks. . . . For many 
white Americans, it’s a twofer. Elect Obama, and you not only dethrone 
George W. Bush, you dethrone Sharpton, too’? In addition to Al Sharp- 
ton, the problematically black figures of the 2008 electoral season were 
Jesse Jackson, Reverend Wright, and sometimes Michelle Obama. 

There were numerous moments in 2007/2008 in which Obama drew 
clear distinctions between himself and the architects of the old race poli- 
tics. In response to Jesse Jackson's July 2008 statement that he wanted 
to “cut [Obama’s] nuts off” for “talking down to black people? Obama 
pledged to keep speaking out about the problem of absentee fathers. In 
an address delivered in Selma, Alabama, during the Democratic primary 
(while rival Hillary Clinton spoke at a neighboring church), Obama spoke 
at length about the “Moses” and “Joshua” generations. The former lead- 
ers, he claimed, had taken the black community most of the way toward 
the promised land.* Now it was time for the Joshua generation and ordi- 
nary blacks to do their parts. 

The press eagerly emphasized the distinctions between Obama and 
his predecessors as well. Andrew Sullivan of The Atlantic regarded Jesse 
Jackson’s highly publicized frustration with Obama as a “very encourag- 
ing sign” that would “help illustrate one of the game-changing features of 
the Obama candidacy.’ After all, he wrote, Obama “is not only running 
against Clinton and her well-oiled machine. He’s also running against the 
failed past in racial politics.’** For Terence Samuel, Obama represented a 
generation of black leaders who were “determined to move beyond both 
the mood and the methods of their forebears.” Obama, Samuel wrote, 
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represented “the full flowering of a strain of up-tempo, non-grievance, 
American-Dream-In-Color politics.’ Jonetta Rose Barras declared in the 
Washington Post that “Obama’s arrival in the White House underscores 
the reality that the post—civil rights era is in full swing in American poli- 
tics’—even if many black Americans were not yet ready to acknowledge 
that fact.*° In summing up this sentiment, the black writer Gary Younge 
noted in The Nation that “the emergence of this cohort has filled the com- 
mentariat with joy. ... They have been hailed not just as a development 
in black American politics but as a repudiation of black American politics 
[itself]. 

5. Repudiate the choices and lifestyles of the black poor. For political 
conservatives, highlighting the failures of the black poor is a particularly 
salient component of the new politics of race. In the paradigm of color- 
blind individualism, the economic and social ills that plague the racially 
marginalized are viewed as being due to their own cultural deficits, rather 
than to structural or institutional barriers.** Such deficits include irre- 
sponsible sexuality, poor family structure, a preference for handouts over 
hard work, a failure to value education, a “victim” mentality, and a pro- 
pensity toward crime.” 

Obama's willingness to repeatedly speak about the failings of low- 
income black men was a key dimension of his campaign. In speech after 
speech, he called on “Ray Ray,’ “Cousin Pookie,’ and other mythical low- 
income black males to get up off the couch, go vote, and be responsible 
fathers to their children.*° Obama adopted his most strident tone in his 
June 15, 2008, Father’s Day address before a black congregation in his 
home city of Chicago. In one of many similar passages, he declared, “If we 
are honest with ourselves, we'll admit that what too many fathers also are 
is missing—missing from too many lives and too many homes. They have 
abandoned their responsibilities, acting like boys instead of men.”™ 

Obama received high marks from both conservatives and centrist 
liberals for such language. As a June 16 headline in New York Magazine 
stated, “Obama’s Tough Talk on African-American Fathers Wins Big 
Points with Pundits.” The New Republic described Obama’s Father’s Day 
address on the crisis of black fatherhood as “pathbreaking,’ brave, and 
necessary.” Critiques of Obama’s personal responsibility rhetoric came 
only from those on the far left of the political spectrum. On the Black 
Agenda Report, Kevin Alexander Gray argued that Obama’s “bash the 
black man’ game passes on one of the lowest of all the smears and ste- 
reotypes: the lie that black men have no morals.’ The political scientist 
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Adolph Reed declared Obama to be a “vacuous opportunist” who talked 
“through” African Americans in order to score points with whites. 

Whatever its intent, the political utility of Obama's rhetoric was clear. 
In a climate characterized by generalized disdain for the black poor, 
Obama positioned himself not so much as a champion of lower-income 
blacks but as a moral and social reformer.** The electorate was made to 
understand that Obama would not encourage the victimhood, irresponsi- 
bility, and dependency believed to be rampant in the black community. 

6. Focus on individual achievement, self-help, and self-reliance. Avoid 
being overly identified with “black issues” or appearing to have a civil 
rights agenda. The sixth axiom of the new race politics is that blacks must 
downplay discussion of external or institutional barriers to equality—not 
just those facing the black poor, but also those that confront blacks in 
boardrooms, courtrooms, and classrooms as well. It is expected that next- 
generation black politicians will not forward policies that would be seen 
as primarily benefitting people of color, nor will they advocate a strong 
racial justice platform.** Advocacy of race-based affirmative action should 
therefore be downplayed or abandoned. In the liberal formulation, uni- 
versalist or class-based programs that target all Americans are acceptable 
substitutes. For conservatives, however, any government programs or 
interventions are suspect in general.*” 

In the 2008 presidential race, there was much discussion of what Obama 
would mean for affirmative action. As the conservative writer Dennis 
Byrne asked in the Chicago Tribune, “If one of the signs that we should be 
moving [toward the elimination of affirmative action] isn’t the election of 
an African-American president, then what is?” For Ward Connerly, black 
America’s most prominent affirmative action opponent, Obama’s success 
proved “that affirmative action is an idea whose time has passed.”** 

Obama himself avoided openly defending affirmative action, and in a 
May 2007 interview with George Stephanopoulos he implied a preference 
for class-based policies. In March 2008, Dahlia Lithwick wrote admir- 
ingly on the liberal website Slate.com that Obama’s opaqueness on the 
issue was evidence of his “fresh thinking,’ “skill at projecting empathy,’ 
and desire to “get beyond race as a singular, defining category in Amer- 
ica” The article’s subtitle encapsulated her point: “Barack Obama Has 
Gotten Past Affirmative Action. Have We?” 

The fact that the turn away from affirmative action is part of the new 
race politics under both conservative and liberal paradigms is evidence 
of the increasing rightward shift in American racial politics over the last 
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several decades. Whereas affirmative action in employment and educa- 
tion, welfare rights, school integration, and voting rights were once cor- 
nerstones of liberalism, such programs are now only meekly defended, if 
at all, and affirmative action is widely seen as a form of reverse racism that 
unfairly victimizes whites. 

There were numerous other “black issues” concerning which Obama 
pointedly did not take a stand. These included the controversy over state- 
ments by the radio host Don Imus (who referred to the members of the 
Rutgers women’s basketball team as “nappy-headed hos”), the arrest and 
detention of six black teenagers in Jena, Louisiana, and the April 2008 
acquittal of the New York City police officers who fatally shot a twenty- 
three-year-old African American, Sean Bell.” 

Obama's propensity toward “race-neutrality” was met with mixed 
reviews. Civil rights activists were at first highly critical of the presiden- 
tial candidate. His absence from the 2007 State of the Black Union sum- 
mit, for example, led to an angry denunciation by the activist and scholar 
Cornel West. Conservatives, on the other hand, were clearly overjoyed. 
George Will praised Obama as “a model of blacks’ possibilities when they 
are emancipated from ideologies of blackness” And after Obama's Iowa 
primary win, former education secretary Bill Bennett stated excitedly, 
“He never brings race into it. He never plays the race card” “Talk about 
the black community,’ Bennett continued, “he has taught the black com- 
munity you don’t have to act like Jesse Jackson, you don't have to act like 
Al Sharpton. You can talk about the issues. Great dignity. And this is a 
breakthrough? 

Many blacks regarded Obama with a mixture of excitement and pained 
ambivalence. As Amina Luqman wrote in the Washington Post following 
a July 2007 forum at Howard University: 


The average black American onlooker can’t help feeling proud but 
also just a little hurt watching Obama. . . . During the debate, black 
Americans in the audience sat, hands poised, yearning to applaud a 
black candidate able to articulate our passions and sense of injus- 
tice. We wanted to hear that he understood and loved us—not in the 
general, “we the people” sense but in the specific. Yet we know that 
with each utterance about injustice, each puff of anger or frustration 
about racism, we lose the very thing we seek: a viable black candi- 
date. The closer Obama comes to us, the further he would be from 
winning the nomination and the presidency. 
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7. On the nation, emphasize your Americanness above all, leaving 
behind identity politics and separatism. Present your own life history 
as evidence of the greatness of the nation. Reaffirm your love of coun- 
try, and avoid the appearance of grievance or ingratitude. This pillar of 
new race politics is especially relevant for blacks running for political 
office,“ 

(Neoconservative version) Many conservatives are profoundly criti- 
cal of African American perspectives on the nation, considering blacks 
to be deeply ungrateful to a country that has given them so much.® In 
2007/2008, Obama was forced to counter numerous accusations that he 
was unpatriotic, particularly in light of controversies surrounding state- 
ments made by his former pastor and by his wife.” The neoconservative 
paradigm of national identity calls for the reaffirmation of traditional 
“American” values—symbolized by baseball, apple pie, small towns, 
and pickup trucks. This America (or the “real America,’ as Sarah Palin 
called it in the 2008 race) is an essentially white, Christian nation at its 
core, in which ethnic, racial, and religious diversity is to be kept at a 
minimum.°° 

(Liberal version) Occasionally, Barack Obama attempted to present 
himself as traditionally or typically all-American.” But more often, his 
campaign emphasized the diverse elements of his biography (his immi- 
grant background, biracial heritage, Indonesian stepfather), suggest- 
ing that together they made him uniquely qualified to lead the nation.” 
Obama spoke of himself as a sort of black Horatio Alger, one whose 
story demonstrated the United States to be a “magical place” of opportu- 
nity and tolerance. And he emphasized that national unity transcended 
racial divides, such as in his oft-cited quote from the 2004 Democratic 
National Convention: “There’s not a black America and white America 
and Latino America and Asian America; there’s the United States of 
America”? Here Obama articulated a liberal, multicultural vision of the 
nation. In this America, diversity was celebrated, but the nation stood 
above all. 

In the post-racial United States, the cultural forms of people of color 
are understood to be artifacts that anyone may consume, appropriate, 
or claim as their own.” Blacks are called to offer their blackness to the 
wider society, rather than regarding it as part of an oppositional, minor- 
ity culture. Obama’s bounded performances of blackness in 2007/2008 
included such things as his affectionate fist bumps with his wife, Michelle, 
occasional references to rap lyrics, serious basketball habit, ability to 
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slip into (and out of) black forms of speech, generally “cool” demeanor, 
and evocation of the timbre and tone of civil rights—era discourse.” In 
the 2008 race, it seemed that Obama’s blackness—bounded, limited, and 
largely depoliticized—might serve as the foundation for a revitalized, 
newly authentic American identity. 


The Race Speech 


In many ways, Obama’s March 18, 2008, “A More Perfect Union” speech 
represented new race politics par excellence. It was delivered in response 
to the firestorm of controversy surrounding Obama's relationship with 
the Reverend Jeremiah Wright.” In my view, the speech embodied both 
the perils and the promise of the new race politics. In it, Obama was care- 
ful to empathize with the frustrations of both whites and non-whites, 
including white resentment over affirmative action. He emphasized loyal- 
ties of nation above those of color. And, as stated above, he characterized 
Wright as a relic of the past, one whose views on race were “profoundly 
distorted” 

Some observers have been very critical of the address, seeing in 
it only classic colorblindness and racial denial.” But I believe that it is 
also important to note the degree to which Obama attempted to defend 
Wright here. As he said, “As imperfect as he may be, he has been like fam- 
ily to me. He strengthened my faith, officiated my wedding, and baptized 
my children. . .. He contains within him the contradictions—the good 
and the bad—of the community that he has served diligently for so many 
years. I can no more disown him than I can disown the black commu- 
nity. . . . These people are a part of me. And they are a part of America, 
this country that I love?” 

Obama attempted to explain the black church tradition without reduc- 
ing it to caricature, and black frustration without reducing it to pathol- 
ogy. While black anger was not always productive, he argued, “it is real; 
it is powerful; and to simply wish it away, to condemn it without under- 
standing its roots, only serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding 
that exists between the races.” Thus he asked that white Americans listen 
to, and validate, the legitimate concerns of black Americans. Further, he 
argued that the poverty and violence witnessed in many urban areas were 
primarily due to years of institutional discrimination and neglect, rather 
than to the failings of black people themselves. 
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In other speeches (such as his Father’s Day address), Obama would 
back away from these kinds of statements. And ultimately he did 
renounce Reverend Wright, whose appearance at the National Press 
Club in April 2008 proved to be too incendiary for Obama to explain 
away.”* In the March 18 speech, however, Obama demonstrated a kind of 
courage on race that he has arguably not often demonstrated since. The 
positive reception of the speech suggested, most importantly, that the 
new politics of race had the potential to develop into a genuine racial 
dialogue, rather than serving largely as a series of dictates for African 
Americans. 


New Politics, Right and Left 


In my reading, blacks who play the new politics of race are accepted or 
tolerated by political conservatives. Unlike many others (angry blacks, 
ungrateful blacks, racist blacks, welfare cheats, teen mothers, gang- 
bangers, and the “victimologist” white college professors who serve as 
their allies), “post-racial” African Americans are not objectionable to 
members of the right. Those who focus on black hypocrisy, black racism, 
and black cultural pathologies (e.g., Juan Williams, Thomas Sewell, John 
McWhorter, Larry Elder, and Shelby Steele) may be viewed as fellow free- 
dom fighters and patriots.” 

Under the liberal paradigm, however, blacks who abide by the new pol- 
itics of race are more than tolerated; they may be loved, adored, or—as in 
Obama’s case—exalted.*° Post-racial blacks offer to liberal whites psychic 
or cultural goods that they need, want, or crave, including “authenticity,” 
identity, acceptance, redemption, innocence, and a sense of being good 
and moral people.” Obama’s formulation of new race politics, in which he 
presented his blackness as a source of national redemption and rebirth, 
was very powerful, in part because it spoke directly to the anxieties and 
insecurities associated with whiteness in the contemporary era.” As Gary 
Kamiya writes, “Obama’s charisma, which is his unique political strength, 
is real, but it cannot be separated from the fact that he’s black. When 
Obama speaks of change and hope and healing divisions, his words carry 
an electric charge because of who he is: He embodies his own message, the 
very definition of charisma. As a black man offering reconciliation, he is 
making a deeply personal connection with whites, not merely a rhetorical 


one?® 
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These points aside, there is currently much agreement between liberal 
and conservative versions of the new politics of race. With the rightward 
turn of the last several decades, the neoconservative framing of racial pol- 
itics has come to predominate over more progressive or left-leaning vari- 
ants. The new race politics has its grounding in the ideology of colorblind 
individualism, which emerged as a conservative response to the gains of 
the movements for racial equality. It therefore shares this ideology’s basic 
assumptions about the nature of racial inequality and what should, and 
should not, be done about it.** 

Consider, again, the move away from group rights and identity poli- 
tics signaled by post-racialism. While such a move is clearly demanded 
by conservatives, is it also, I suggest, deeply comforting to many liber- 
als (hence the “Obama love”). Though many liberal whites doubtlessly 
believe that they should support affirmative action and strong expres- 
sions of racial pride, it is likely that in today’s political climate few are sure 
they actually do.* Post-racialism takes the pressure off, allowing whites to 
participate in (consume, laugh at, explore, appropriate) blackness while 
making no group-based racial demands. 


The Future: Perils and Promises 


Racial politics in the coming decades will be shaped by a number of fac- 
tors, which comprise the landscape of race in the contemporary United 
States. These include the crisis in white identity, the growing class divide 
among blacks, the emergence of Asian and Latino pan-ethnicity, and the 
contested relationship of black immigrants and biracial Americans to the 
social construct of blackness.*° “Non-racial” factors such as the pressures 
of globalization, U.S. foreign policy, the strength or weakness of the econ- 
omy, and the agency of the icons of post-racialism themselves will also 
strongly influence racial dynamics. 

Though the ideology of colorblind individualism is fairly solidified (and 
rightward leaning) at this point, the new politics of race are still in relative 
flux and negotiation. Thus they hold both peril and promise. In my view, 
the perils are considerable indeed. In the United States and elsewhere, the 
ideology of colorblind individualism has served “to [stall] the transfor- 
mation of the racial order in the direction of greater substantive equal- 
ity” Attempts to achieve representative parity are rendered illegitimate 
under this paradigm. In 2009, for example, an article in the Wall Street 
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Journal complained that Obama’s nomination of Sonia Sotomayor to join 
the Supreme Court “commits the cardinal sin of identity politics,’ in seek- 
ing “to elevate people more for the political currency of their gender and 
ethnicity than for their individual merit.’** Further, the new politics of 
race asks the black middle class to abandon or condemn lower-income 
African Americans in exchange for a seat at the table. Thus the inclusion 
of non-whites envisioned by the new politics may be limited to “happy 
diversity”—a “celebration” of traditions and cultures that ignores real dif- 
ferences in power and opportunity, and is entirely absent an agenda for 
racial justice. 

As long as it remains grounded in the assumptions of the ideology of 
colorblindness, the new politics of race will put all the emphasis for solv- 
ing the nation’s racial problems squarely on the shoulders of the racially 
marginalized. As described in the pages above, in the 2008 presidential 
election the new race politics were articulated as a set of demands for 
African Americans. A central component of the dominant narrative that 
emerged to explain Obama’s success was that in selecting the Illinois sen- 
ator as president, white Americans had been absolved of the issue of race 
and “done their part” to address racial inequality. Now, the story went, it 
was up to black Americans to “get over” race and help themselves. 

Some may argue that Obama's deployment of the new race politics 
should be viewed as primarily tactical. Perhaps progressive, justice-ori- 
ented social ends can be achieved if he and other leaders simply avoid 
calling attention to them, or reframe them in a way that is less likely to 
be perceived as unfair or objectionable. It is my argument that this is not 
the case; in fact, one of the chief “perils” of new race politics as presently 
formulated is that it closes off the possibility of achieving or even dis- 
cussing certain ends. As Obama had declared, repeatedly, that racism was 
no longer serious a problem in the United States, his (few) attempts to 
address contemporary manifestations of racism did not sit well with the 
public, which responded with both outrage and accusations that Obama 
was a false prophet of post-racialism.°° During the opening years of his 
presidency, Obama seemed to become increasingly timid in dealing with 
racial matters, and at times he appeared to be simply capitulating to the 
demands of the far right rather than taking a principled stand.” 

There is some evidence that the space for addressing problems of rac- 
ism under the current regime of new race politics is in fact shrinking. In 
the last several years, we have seen a number of instances in which direct 
or even implied allegations of racism in politics have led to immediate 
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accusations (usually by conservatives) that the accusers are themselves 
racist. These are often followed by denunciations of the original charge 
of racism by others who are seen as their allies, and sometimes by swift 
retractions (or “clarifications”) by the accusers themselves.” Increasingly, 
charging that an individual or institution is racist is viewed as an act of 
anti-white racial aggression itself, more odious, perhaps, than the sup- 
posed racism that was being called out in the first place.” This is color- 
blind logic taken to the extreme. 

Despite its very substantial drawbacks, the new race politics may hold 
some promise. ‘The realities of the 21st century do call for new ways of 
thinking about race, more diversity of thought and opinion among Afri- 
can Americans, and new modalities of public blackness. Not everyone 
can be Jesse Jackson, Al Sharpton, or Barack Obama (and even Sharpton 
has adopted a much more accommodating political stance as of late).° I 
believe it is true that racial dialogue in this country has reached a kind 
of stalemate. There are many new developments (demographic, cultural, 
and political) that we do not even have the language to critically explain. 
And in debates over issues such as affirmative action, institutional racism, 
proportional representation, and immigration, the nation is increasingly 
polarized, with neither side particularly willing to listen to the other. I do 
not wish to argue that all perspectives are equally valid. But as a practical 
matter, if you are right but no one will listen to you anymore, it may be 
impossible to get your point of view across or to get anything done. 

It seems to me that the United States urgently needs a new new politics 
of race. At its best, the new race politics would involve a genuine dialogue 
on racial issues. It would facilitate unity across racial divides without 
demanding silence around issues of injustice and inequity. This “insur- 
gent” new race politics would be multiculturalist and pluralist in orienta- 
tion, envisioning a particularly valued role for people of color in Ameri- 
can society. And the most progressive envisionings of new race politics 
would respond to the profound demographic and cultural shifts that the 
United States is currently undergoing by promoting a truly expanded, 
inclusive vision of nation, rather than one driven by the racial backlash 
politics, Islamophobia, and immigration hysteria that we have witnessed 
over the past several years.° 


Contesting Gender and Race in 


the 2008 Democratic Primary 


ps and immediately after the Democratic primary, commenta- 
tors offered a number of explanations as to why Obama fared bet- 
ter with voters than did Clinton. It was variously argued that Obama 
won because he was a man, and it was “impossible” to be a powerful 
woman in politics; because Obama was a sexist who actively encour- 
aged stereotypes about Clinton; or because while racism is universally 
regarded as taboo, no one takes sexism seriously. Others claimed that 
it could be historically demonstrated that “blacks” always get their 
rights before “women” get theirs, or that blacks as a group receive 
more advantages than whites in the wider society. Still others wrote 
that Obama’s success was simply due to the fact that he was better 
organized than Clinton; that he represented change whereas she rep- 
resented the status quo; or that while Obama was a “likeable” person, 
Hillary Clinton was not. 

I take on these arguments and others in this chapter, as I discuss and 
compare the ways that race and gender figured into the 2008 Democratic 
primary. In the last several decades, feminist and other critical scholars 
have insisted that we must consider how constructs such as race, class, 
and gender articulate in relationship to one another. There is no generic 
“woman” or generic “black person”—people live the various dimensions 
of their identity simultaneously. This is the concept of intersectionality. 
Despite the fact that intersectionality represents an important theoretical 
advance, few social scientists have systematically applied it in their work. 
The 2008 Democratic primary, however, presents an ideal case study for 
an exploration of intersectionality. Senator Barack Obama’s matchup 
against Senator Hillary Clinton raised important questions about the 
contrasting ways that both race and gender function in the post-—civil 
rights, post-feminist United States. 
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In the first part of this chapter, I discuss the impassioned, often angry 
debates that were occasioned by the contest, and the deep divides that 
were revealed to exist between women to the left of center. I focus on 
statements, found in the mainstream press and the blogosphere, from 
three main groups of women: powerful “second wave,’ white feminists 
who supported Clinton, the mostly younger white female supporters of 
Obama, and progressive women of color both inside and outside aca- 
demia. 

I find that the arguments voiced for and against each of the candi- 
dates presupposed fundamental disagreements about what it means to 
be a feminist in the 21st century, and about the salience of gender rela- 
tive to other social divides. The debates further show that despite decades 
of discussion about multiculturalism and inclusiveness, conceptions 
of “womanhood” among many prominent feminist activists and white 
female members of the rank and file remain tied to notions of whiteness. 
They also entail an increasing sense of victimization vis-a-vis non-whites, 
which is a dominant characteristic of the contemporary construct of 
whiteness.* 

In the second part of the chapter, I consider the roles that race and 
gender played in the outcome of the primary. Here I especially explore 
the strategic deployment of ideas about race and gender by each of the 
candidates. I use both evidence from the print and online media and 
quotes from a subsample of the approximately 125 in-depth interviews I 
conducted with college students in the weeks preceding the election. I 
argue that though Clinton was subject to constant sexist disparagement 
by the press, her seeming ambivalence regarding her presentation of 
gender, and her use of tactics that many viewed as patriarchal and racist, 
alienated her from voters who might otherwise have come to her defense. 
As for the issue of race, I find that the Clinton camp attempted to mobi- 
lize the construct of whiteness in her favor, through the use of racial code 
words and innuendo—aka “dog-whistle racism’—that would highlight 
Obama’s racial “otherness.” Yet, I argue, these maneuvers ultimately back- 
fired, because Obama was able to neutralize the potentially “problematic” 
aspects of blackness in his campaign (by escaping associations with the 
“old race politics”) and frame the 2008 race as an opportunity for racial 
and national redemption. 

I believe that gender did work in Obama’s favor, both because of the 
supposed naturalness of the link between masculinity and leadership, and 
because of his “movie-star good looks” But in the end, I claim, it was not 
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so much Obama’s reliance on his gender privilege, as it was his self-pre- 
sentation as a “post-racial” black candidate, and his successful mobiliza- 
tion of the powerful trope of race—as redemptive and as revolutionary— 
that were the keys to his victory. Ultimately, I conclude, in order to make 
sense of the ways that race and gender played out in the 2008 primary, we 
must move beyond static conceptions of how each “operates” in Ameri- 
can society, to consider the specific ways that Clinton and Obama posi- 
tioned themselves in relationship to the social constructs that so defined 
their candidacies. 


Divided Sisterhood 


The 2008 primary might have been a moment of shared euphoria that the 
Democratic Party had put forth its first serious female and black candi- 
dates in the same election. But instead it led liberals to become sharply 
polarized around the issues of race and gender. The divide was partic- 
ularly acute, and painful, among women. As Bella English wrote in the 
Boston Globe in February, “There’s a delicious irony in the 2008 Demo- 
cratic presidential campaign: Liberal women who usually vote as a bloc 
are split. It has come down to a black man and a white woman, and no 
less than history hangs in the balance. The race has pitted friends against 
friends, sisters against sisters, and mothers against daughters, with many 
feeling they have to justify their votes”? The intense infighting that the 
contest occasioned among feminists received substantial coverage in the 
press. While women under 40 tended to throw their enthusiasm behind 
Obama, many older, second-wave feminists ferociously supported Hill- 
ary Clinton. As the race progressed and Clinton’s lock on the nomina- 
tion began to appear less than secure, numerous accusations were hurled 
from the pages of newsprint editorials and blogs across the ideological 
and generational divides. 

Prominent Clinton feminists took special aim at women they felt were 
betraying the cause. Those who sided with Obama were variously accused 
of being fickle, naive, elitist, and romantically infatuated. The most serious 
charge was that they had capitulated to the patriarchal status quo. Gloria 
Steinem argued in the New York Times that some of Obama’s female sup- 
porters “hope to deny or escape the sexual caste system” Robin Morgan, 
publisher of the classic 1970s feminist anthology Sisterhood Is Powerful, 
charged that many of those who supported Obama were “eager to win 


54 || Contesting Gender and Race in the 2008 Democratic Primary 


male approval by showing [that] they’re not feminists” They would not 
say anything positive about Clinton, she charged, for “fear that their boy- 
friends might look at them funny.’ These women were unable to identify 
with the New York senator, she wrote, “because she is unafraid of eeue- 
weeeu yucky power.’ Former Planned Parenthood president Gloria Feldt 
wrote in the Huffington Post that while women had the right to vote for 
whichever candidate they liked, their historic “responsibility; as women, 
was to vote for Clinton. 

Many of the accused responded with anger. As Adele M. Stan wrote in 
the Washington Post, “I take no issue with the feminism of women who 
disagree with my choice [to back Obama]. I do, however, take issue with 
those who disparage my character as their explanation for my choice” 
Some rejected the implication that they should back Hillary Clinton 
simply because of gender. As Donna Darko blogged, “Clinton’s feminist 
contingent is not pleased that all of us vagina owners will not vote for 
the vagina candidate. Seriously, see if any of them mention any other rea- 
son why we should vote for Clinton” The self-identified “Obama femi- 
nist” Courtney Martin claimed in the American Prospect that she’d “been 
chastised, dismissed, lectured, and humiliated by older women” who sup- 
ported Clinton. But, she argued, “I’ve also been respectfully challenged, 
constructively criticized, moved, and celebrated. And the differences 
between those types of treatment shed light on larger dynamics playing 
out across the feminist movement.” 

Numerous Obama feminists claimed that supporting Clinton did 
nothing to advance the cause of feminism. In an article titled “Death of a 
Saleswoman: How Hillary Clinton Lost Me—and a Generation of Young 
Voters,’ Megan O’Rourke stated, “The more Clinton’s campaign floun- 
dered... the more masculine and hard-nosed she made herself out to be.” 
On Salon.com, the 1960s feminist Frances Kissling claimed that Clinton 
had “run as a stereotypical male and represents the same old cowardly 
Clintonian politics” In the Huffington Post, Ellen Bravo claimed that many 
feminists had turned away from Clinton when she began to treat Obama 
“as women are treated—patronizing him as merely a ‘good speaker, triv- 
ializing his accomplishments . . . and using surrogates to demonize his 
morality.’ And, in an article titled “Why Women Hate Hillary,’ Univer- 
sity of Michigan professor Susan J. Douglas wrote that “for many of us 
feminism did not mean trying to be more like men. It meant challeng- 
ing patriarchy.’ Yet “Hillary, by contrast, seems to want to be more like a 
man in her demeanor and politics . . . leaving some of the basic tenets of 
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feminism in the dust.’ In truth, she argued, “[Clinton] is like patriarchy in 
sheep’s clothing.’ 

Though they chafed at the scolding of the Clintonistas, Obama’s femi- 
nist supporters were alarmed by the misogynistic overtones of the criti- 
cism directed at Hillary Clinton. In a piece called “Hey, Obama Boys: 
Back Off Already!,’ the self-described “longtime Clinton skeptic” Rebecca 
Traister wrote, “I [began to get] e-mails from men I didn’t know well who 
approached me as a go-to feminist to whom they could express their 
hatred of Hillary and their anger at her. . . . One of my closest girlfriends, an 
Obama voter, told me ofa drink she’d had with a politically progressive man 
who made a series of legitimate complaints about Clinton’s policies before 
adding that when he hears the senator’s voice, he’s overcome by an urge to 
punch her in the face.”* Similarly, in a June 2008 article titled “Dear Hill- 
ary: A Letter from an Obama Feminist,’ Courtney Martin thanked Clinton 
“for weathering this storm of anxious masculinity and outright sabotage, 
but even more, for creating a moment where the kind of subtle sexism that 
women experience every day . . . was brought to undeniable light” 


Again Invisible: Women of Color and the Oppression Sweepstakes 


In addition to reviving intergenerational and ideological tensions within 
the predominantly white, middle-class feminist movement, the election 
also battered the tenuous alliance between mainstream feminists and 
progressive women of color. The feminist “third wave” was launched by 
women seeking to revive the feminist movement and to address its most 
serious tactical and ideological shortcomings. From the 1980s onward, 
dozens of essays have been written promulgating the following ideas: that 
feminism must be inclusive and multicultural, that opposing race and 
class injustice should be central to its mission, that domestic and inter- 
national women of color should not be marginalized, and that movement 
leaders should cease to write and speak as if “all the women are white and 
all the blacks are men.” In fact, these have been defining principles of the 
third wave, widely proclaimed to be part of the painful but necessary evo- 
lution of the movement.’ 

From the start of the Democratic primary, however, it seemed that 
these working consensuses had been all but abandoned. Academics, jour- 
nalists, and bloggers of color were alternately amazed and infuriated to 
see Clinton’s feminist supporters render their points of view and expe- 
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riences as tangential distractions to the “core” or “true” women’s issues. 
This tendency was often found implicitly in discussions of how “women” 
felt about Hillary Clinton that excluded the possibly very different feel- 
ings of women of color.’ On the XX Factor blog, Kim McLarin wrote that 
after being “confused” that “so many white women could be so shocked 
that sexism still exists,’ she finally figured out that the angry debate 
among feminists was “a family fight between older white women and 
their daughters,” and “me and my mother and my sisters are not even in 
the conversation” “What a relief; she concluded. “Ya'll carry on™”? 

A more explicit claim that race and class justice were not feminist 
issues was found in the June 8 Washington Post article “Looking Forward, 
Feminism Needs to Focus.’ There, Linda Hirshman called for feminists to 
unite around the singular cause of gender oppression, leaving distractions 
like intersectionality aside: “The Clinton campaign has, perhaps unwit- 
tingly, revealed what many in the movement know—that if feminism is 
a social-justice-for-everyone (with the possible exception of middle-class 
white women) movement, then gender is just one commitment among 
many. And when the other causes call, the movement will dissolve?” 

Numerous young feminists—black, brown, and white—were offended 
by Hirshman’s article. Jill, a blogger at Feministe, protested Hirshman’s 
separation of “authentic ‘feminist’ issues” from “those ‘other’ issues that 
those ‘other’ women are trying to integrate into feminism.” She wrote, “It’s 
a question of who feminism belongs to, and who is entitled to set out its 
goals and concerns.’ One Latina blogger argued on La Chola, “This is not 
a movement. I repeat, this is not a movement. It’s an exclusive network- 
ing club. And no woman, of color or otherwise, owes her allegiance to an 
exclusive networking club simply because she has a vagina and the exclu- 
sive networking club members have vaginas”” 

In addition to taking issue with what they saw as renewed calls for their 
marginalization, many women of color were particularly disappointed by 
the resolute blindness of mainstream feminists to what they perceived to 
be the numerous racial insults issued by the Clinton campaign. As the 
black feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins (then president of the Ameri- 
can Sociological Association) was quoted as saying in The Nation, “It is 
such a distressing, ugly period. Clinton has manipulated ideas about race, 
but Obama has not manipulated similar ideas about gender’ 

Black women complained in particularly bitter terms about the deaf- 
ening silence of white feminists, who failed to rally to the defense of 
Michelle Obama during the months she faced widespread attacks from 
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the conservative media. As the blogger Rikyrah wrote on Jack & Jill Poli- 
tics, “One has to wonder, as Michelle Obama is being labeled unpatriotic, 
bitter, mean, angry. Where are those feminists who saw sexism lurking 
around every corner with Hillary Clinton? Why is [Michelle Obama] not 
worthy of defense by the feminist establishment?” 

Very soon into the primary, debates about the election seemed to 
have devolved into an “oppression sweepstakes.” In a May 2008 interview 
with the Washington Post, Senator Clinton herself stated, “You can go to 
places in the world where there are no racial distinctions, [but] everyone 
is joined together in their oppression of women. The treatment of women 
is the single biggest problem we have politically and socially in the world” 
Lynette Long argued that one of the painful lessons that “women” had 
learned from the primary was that “in the world of presidential poli- 
tics, race trumps gender.’ And Gloria Steinem, in her January 2008 New 
York Times op-ed, claimed that though “the sex barrier [is] not taken as 
seriously as the racial one” in our society, “gender is probably the most 
restricting force in American life.” 

Women of color responded to these arguments with particular frustra- 
tion. As the self-identified “angry Asian-American woman” Jennifer Fang 
wrote on the blog Reappropriate, “Is it no wonder, then, that women of 
colour have long felt alienated by feminists like Steinem? Where do we fit 
when we're being asked to choose between Obama and Clinton as a met- 
aphor for race versus gender?” “The juxtaposition [of race and gender], 
she continued, “is disingenuous, divisive, overly simplistic, and ultimately 
harmful. ... We all compete to see both who's more oppressed, and who 
will make it out of that ‘Oppression Box’ first” 

Seeking to bridge the growing, acrimonious divide, a coalition of 
black and white feminists met over breakfast in February 2008. Present 
at the meeting were Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Johnnetta B. Cole, Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, Patricia Williams, Carol Jenkins, Eleanor Smeal, Mab Segrest, 
Laura Flanders, Gloria Steinem, and others. Reflecting on the bitterness 
of the previous months, they asked, “How . . . did a historic breakthrough 
moment for which we have all longed and worked hard, suddenly risk 
becoming marred by having to choose between ‘race cards’ and ‘gender 
cards’? By petty competitiveness about who endures more slings and 
arrows? ... What happened... to the last four decades of discussion 
about tokenism and multiple identities and the complex intersections of 
race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and class?”” 
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Despite these and other statements from feminists urging unity, the 
debate over “who has it worse” continued throughout the summer.” 
During the final weeks of the primary, cable news stations projected the 
images of crowds of angry white women, swearing that they would either 
sit out the general election or vote for McCain in the fall. In response to 
this specter, the white anti-racist activist Tim Wise declared, “It is high 
irony, bordering on the outright farcical, to believe that electorally bond- 
ing with white men, so as to elect McCain, is a rational strategy for pro- 
moting feminism and challenging patriarchy.’ “Voting against Senator 
Obama,’ he continued, “is not about gender solidarity. It is an act of white 
racial bonding, and it is grotesque.” 


A Black President: A Uniquely American Achievement 


Analyses of the 2008 election that pit “women” against “blacks” are 
counterproductive, and tend to erase women of color from the equa- 
tion altogether. Yet it is clear that, for a number of reasons, race worked 
for Obama in a way that gender did not work for Hillary Clinton. 
First, while pundits were fascinated by the idea that the country might 
select a man classified as black to be president, much less discussion 
was devoted to what it would mean for the United States to choose 
a woman. There was a clear sense, from the beginning, that Obama’s 
candidacy was somehow more potentially transformative for the nation 
than was Clinton’s. 

Such sentiments were reflected in many of the interviews I conducted 
with college students in the weeks before the general election.” When 
asked which would be more meaningful, historic, or significant for the 
country, most of the students we spoke to chose the election of a black 
president. Consider, for example, Scott, a 20-year-old white male, who 
stated, ‘Td be more inclined to say African American just because .. . I 
don’t know, I just feel like African American people are more substan- 
tial for some reason?” Or as Aileen, a 22-year-old white female, said more 
concretely, “I think it would be more historic if it would be our first black 
president, because I don’t know . . . obviously we started off as a country 
with . . . really horrible race relations and we had black people enslaved 
and now we have the potential for a black man to be running things. So I 
think, you know, it’s kind of come full circle, not in every way, but histori- 
cally we’ve come full circle.” 
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As the quote above suggests, the explanation for the difference lies 
in the subconsciously understood role of race in our nation’s history. It 
is the line between blacks and whites that most acknowledge to be the 
country’s deepest divide and most enduring symbol of shame. As Howard 
Winant writes, “Racial conflict is the very archetype of discord in North 
America; the primordial conflict that has in many ways structured all oth- 
ers’ And as Benjamin Wallace-Wells wrote in late 2006, “Even if race is 
more socially crippling than gender, race can work better .. . for Barack 
than gender for Hillary, because most Americans want to believe that the 
culture has moved past its racial problems. . . . There is the sense that, 
by electing a female president, the nation would be meeting a standard 
set by other liberal democracies; the election of a black man, by contrast, 
would be a particularly American achievement, an affirmation of Ameri- 
can ideals’ For a nation seeking to restore its honor in the aftermath of 
an unpopular and seemingly unending war, the prospect of choosing a 
black president was especially appealing. Further, in the post—civil rights 
United States, thinking of oneself as anti-racist, and being perceived by 
others as anti-racist, is much more central to the self-concept of liberal 
Americans than is opposition to sexism.” 

While blackness worked in Obama’s favor in many respects, it was his 
specific deployment of blackness that was key. Obama positioned himself 
as a “next-generation” or “post-racial” black candidate, carefully avoiding 
the appearance of anger, protest, victimhood, or “grievance” At a number 
of key moments in the election, he crucially differentiated himself from 
the styles and tactics of other black public figures that many whites (and 
non-whites) had come to strongly dislike. Thus he was able to neutralize 
the “problematic” aspects of blackness while highlighting the redemptive 
ones.” As one young white female (Fiona, age 19) said to my interviewer, 
the genius of Obama was that he “uses the motivation and excitement” 
of men like Jesse Jackson and Malcolm X in ways that seem “less harm- 
ful, aggressive,’ and “offensive” Another stated that Obama “seems like he 
could be your friend” 

Through speeches declaring that “only in America is my story pos- 
sible” Obama forwarded the notion that in voting for him, whites dem- 
onstrated their “core goodness” and the United States proved itself to be 
a place of opportunity and tolerance. As Gary Kamiya notes, the Clinton 
campaign found this message hard to counter: “Unable to directly chal- 
lenge Democratic voters’ race-driven enthusiasm for Obama because that 
would make her look racially insensitive, Clinton’s attacks on Obama as 
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a false messiah covertly echo this theme. ‘Now I could stand up here and 
say, “Let’s get everybody together, let’s get unified, the sky will open, the 
light will come down, celestial choirs will be singing,” she said sarcasti- 
cally one Sunday in Rhode Island. ‘And everyone will know we should do 
the right thing, and the world will be perfect” The promises of racial 
rebirth and renewal were also strongly reinforced via Obama’s charac- 
terization of himself as the candidate representing “change” rather than 
the status quo. Voting for Clinton, who ran on a platform of “experience,’ 
offered no redemptive blackness or psychological payoff regarding gen- 
der, about which she seemed ambivalent. 


Say What? Sexism? 


Given these observations, it is perhaps unsurprising that the racial innu- 
endoes designed to undermine Obama received much more analysis and 
condemnation from the press than the often more blatantly sexist rhetoric 
directed at Clinton. Let us begin with the conservative talk show host Rush 
Limbaugh. He argued in December 2007 that Clinton would not make a 
suitable president because no one would “want to watch a woman get older 
before their eyes on a daily basis” In April 2008, he also took a swipe at Clin- 
ton’s female supporters: “They’ve been married two or three times; they’ve 
had two or three abortions; they’ve done everything that feminism asked 
them to do. They have cut men out of their lives; they have devoted them- 
selves to causes and careers. And this—the candidacy of Hillary Clinton—is 
the culmination of all of these women’s efforts?” In July 2007, the Washing- 
ton Post ran a story on Clinton’s “plunging neckline” Her cleavage was said 
to “stir up the same kind of discomfort that might be churned up after spot- 
ting Rudy Giuliani with his shirt unbuttoned” Like “catching a man with his 
fly unzipped,’ the author continued, it is best to “just look away!””” 

In addition to her looks, writers often disparaged Clinton's voice. Her 
laugh was repeatedly referred to a “cackle,’ as in “hens cackle. So do witches. 
And, so does the front-runner in the Democratic presidential contest” (and 
this from a relatively flattering article about Clinton in the Boston Globe). 
One Washington Post writer argued in January 2008 that Clinton “needs 
a radio-controlled shock collar so that aides can zap her when she starts 
to get screechy:’ That same month, a Fox News commentator stated that 
“when Barack Obama speaks men hear ‘Take off for the future? And when 
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Hillary Clinton speaks, men hear “Take out the garbage: 
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During the campaign, Hillary Clinton nutcrackers “with stainless steel 
thighs” were sold in gift shops throughout the country. The New York Post 
(gleefully) reported on the brisk sales of the item in the story “Nut Buster: 
Wacky Hillary Gizmo Is a Real Easy Shell. In July 2007, MSNBC’s Tucker 
Carlson stated, “When she comes on television, I involuntarily cross my 
legs” And in February of the following year, Carlson hosted on his pro- 
gram Roger Stone, founder of the anti-Clinton group Citizens United Not 
Timid (or CUNT). 

Such facts were discussed very little in the mainstream media. They 
provoked no angry rants from Keith Olbermann. Feminists bloggers were 
incensed, but few others seemed to notice. The students I interviewed, 
in fact, confessed to being scarcely aware of insults directed at Clinton 
because of her gender. And even for those who described themselves as 
feminists, the notion that sexism had anything to do with why Clinton 
lost held little weight. Consider this exchange with Avery, a 25-year-old 
self-described “black feminist”: 


INTERVIEWER: Some Clinton supporters say that she could pos- 
sibly have lost because of sexism. What do you think of that? 

AVERY: That’s ridiculous. You're less likely to lose from sexism than 
racism. Just historically, I mean, it’s very funny. . . . I remember 
being irritated when her campaign started talking about sexism. 


Students were especially unsympathetic to reports that Clinton had 
become teary-eyed in a speech before the New Hampshire primary. In 
the words of Dwayne, a 22-year-old Caribbean American male who had 
initially supported Clinton, “I think that she is a little too sensitive to run 
the country. ... I mean, maybe she’s not built for it. That’s what I would 
say. She has some great ideas . . . [but] she’s not ‘Built Ford Tough’ to be 
president . . . not at all” When Julia, a 20-year-old female was asked why 
she thought Clinton had lost the primary, she stated, “Umm, I remember 
hearing a lot of talk about her crying during a speech or something like 
that. ... I think she needs to have better control of her emotions.’ Another 
female student stated, “I personally sometimes didn’t like [Hillary] ‘cause 
of how she acted. Like, um, when was it that she cried or something? That 
was my—that’s why I was kind of iffy about her’”s° 

Clinton’s failure (until late in the primary) to address the issue of gen- 
der, and her use of tactics that many considered to be “masculine, likely 
caused her to lose the support of younger feminist-identified women who 
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might have otherwise come to her defense. As one interviewee (Alyssa, 
age 21) stated, “I think if Hillary Clinton had given a speech on gender, 
you know, the way Barack Obama gave a really honest speech on race, 
that would have been huge for her, but she never did” The author Rebecca 
Traister writes that “years of putting her (female) humanity in deep freeze 
to preserve an aura of (male) impermeability was a seemingly unbreak- 
able habit” that came to “cripple” Clinton in the primary: “She was unable 
to simply be herself in public? 


Dog- Whistle Racism and Black Anger 


Clinton’s reliance on what several writers have referred to as “dog whistle” 
racism—designed to appeal to the latent racism of “downscale” whites— 
alienated her from another core constituency: black Americans. 
Throughout the primary, Clinton and her surrogates used code words 
and innuendo to cast Obama as the problematically (rather than redemp- 
tively) “black candidate.’ 

We were told, variously, that Obama could only get black votes (claims 
that may be attributed to the Clinton pollster Sergio Bendixen, Bill Clin- 
ton, and Hillary Clinton herself), that he was anti-white by association 
(the Reverend Wright controversy), anti-patriotic (the flag pin contro- 
versy), a drug user (to cite the New Hampshire Clinton campaign cochair 
Bill Shaheen), possibly a drug seller (the BET cofounder Bob Johnson), 
and married to an angry, ungrateful black woman (that Michelle!). 
Though he had managed to “shuck and jive” his way through the primary 
(to quote Andrew Cuomo), Hillary had to stay in the race in case he was 
assassinated (like RFK, JFK, MLK, and Malcolm X).* Like other affir- 
mative action babies, Obama only got where he was because of his race 
(Geraldine Ferraro), and yet, being a latte-sipping elitist (“Bittergate”), he 
deigned to look down on “hardworking white Americans” Far from being 
post-racial, Clinton and her supporters hammered home the point that 
Obama was in fact overdetermined by his race. 

While such messaging may have gained Clinton some white votes, it 
also contributed to the perception that her campaign was actively seeking 
to stir up white racial resentment. A particularly interesting perspective 
on this issue was offered by the former Bill Clinton adviser and current 
Republican strategist Dick Morris. In a January 2008 RealClearPolitics 
article, he argued that the ex-president had deliberately raised the issue 
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of race before the South Carolina primary in order to provoke a back- 
lash against Obama. He wrote, “Why is he making such a fuss over a con- 
test he knows he’s going to lose? .. . Precisely because he is going to lose 
it. If Hillary loses South Carolina and the defeat serves to demonstrate 
Obama’s ability to attract a bloc vote among black Democrats, the mes- 
sage will go out loud and clear to white voters that this is a racial fight. ... 
That will trigger a massive white backlash against Obama and will drive 
white voters to Hillary Clinton? 

In response, many African Americans, who had once warmly referred 
to Bill Clinton as America’s “first black president, “came to express a mix- 
ture of “seething, barely-contained rage” and “revulsion” when discussing 
the Clintons.” As Terence Samuel wrote in April: 


The Clintons do not seem to understand that the kind of revulsion 
they are generating in what was once the heart of their base is not 
your garden-variety political frustration. It is born out of a historical 
anger that requires 25 minutes in the supermarket aisle or 900 words 
on the op-ed page of the New York Times to explain. The idea that 
Obama, having played by all the rules and won by all the traditional 
measures, could lose the nomination because of Clinton’s argument 
that he is unelectable because he is black, is profoundly revolting to 
many black people.*’ 


In the end, the kinds of racial innuendoes utilized by the Clinton cam- 
paign gained her little mileage. Obama had succeeded in defining the 
2008 campaign as a referendum on the goodness-cum-racial tolerance 
of white Americans, and of the nation by extension. In this context, the 
extra-vigilant liberal media, many white Democrats, and most African 
Americans were repelled by what they perceived to be clear attempts by 
the Clintons to appeal to the baser, more racist instincts of the general 
population. 


The Obama Crush 


In addition to analyzing the role that whiteness played in Clinton’s cam- 
paign, we must also consider the ways that gender helped, or hurt, Barack 
Obama. While he has been primarily described in terms of his race, it is 
also crucial to remember that Obama was running for president as a man. 
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And as a man, Obama automatically commanded a kind of authority and 
legitimacy in his quest to become the president of the United States that 
a woman could not. 

But the senator’s masculine appeal went deeper, as sexuality and 
“celebrity” factored into the equation as well. Obama was uncommonly 
attractive and known for his (white-collar) masculine swagger. Regularly 
described as handsome, dashing, cool, and “swoon-worthy,’ the American 
press corps and women everywhere were said be to “in love” with Obama. 
And in a way they were. See, for example, this quote from the Washingto- 
nian Magazine: “When Barack Obama speaks, people listen. But we’re also 
taken by his movie-star looks. With his megawatt smile and soulful eyes, 
it’s no wonder he got everyone’s attention at the 2004 Democratic conven- 
tion. He’s got a great physique, too. .. . This past summer, HottestUSSena- 
tor.com ran an online contest for the ‘Hottest U.S. Senator Not Counting 
Obama’ Obama was omitted before the voting even began because of his 
‘extreme hotness”? John McCain’s infamous July 2008 “Obama Love” 
campaign ad ridiculed the media's “obsession” with the junior senator. And 
conservative women gleefully mocked their Democratic counterparts. 
The “proud conservative” Kyle-Anne Shiver, for example, wrote in the 
American Thinker, “Liberal women are leading the Obama Crush pack. It’s 
wonderful; it’s delicious; it’s positively grand.” In the Washington Post, the 
anti-feminist writer Charlotte Allen claimed that reading about women 
“swooning and gushing” over Obama made her think that perhaps their 
brains had been “permanently occluded by random emotions, psychoso- 
matic flailings and distraction by the superficial.’*° 

But the Obama crush was not limited to the female gender. In July, the 
writer Jewel Woods commented, “Sure, women swoon, but have you ever 
noticed that guys, too, seem almost weak-kneed over the senator with 
mad skills and a million-dollar smile?” He continued, “[Men] as diverse 
as Colin Powell, Michael Eric Dyson, Andrew Sullivan, Tom Joyner, Ted 
Kennedy, Bill Richardson, Christopher Hitchens, and numerous others, 
appear to have . . . a ‘man crush’ on Sen. Obama.” The August 2008 cover of 
Ebony Magazine described Obama as one of the “Coolest Brothers of All 
Time.’ And during coverage of the Potomac primary, the MSNBC anchor 
Chris Matthews famously stated that after hearing Obama speak, “I felt 
this thrill going up my leg” He continued, “I don’t have that too often?" 

Even Obama's detractors commented on his cool factor. As part of the 
Clinton/GOP characterization of Obama as an arrogant elitist, Karl Rove 
stated in June 2008, “Even if you never met him, you know this guy... . 
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He’s the guy at the country club with the beautiful date, holding a martini 
and a cigarette that stands against the wall and makes snide comments 
about everyone who passes by”? 


Sidebar on Sarah Palin 


Gender scholars have argued that women in politics often feel pressured 
to be as much like men as possible in order to succeed.* But the example 
of the Republican vice presidential nominee Sarah Palin, whose clever 
quips (at the RNC), physical beauty, and “sexy hockey mom” persona cat- 
apulted her to instant celebrity, suggests that gender and sexuality might 
also be harnessed to the benefit of a female candidate, depending on how 
these factors are deployed. 

It is unclear, however, how far these attributes could have taken Palin, 
or any woman in politics. Fairly soon after Palin’s “sensational” appear- 
ance at the Republican National Convention, she became a national 
laughingstock. Following a series of disastrous television news interviews, 
Palin was parodied on Saturday Night Live, torn apart in the tabloid 
press, and widely derided as a bimbo, an idiot, and an airhead (to quote 
some terms used by my student interviewees). Many of her initial GOP 
defenders seemed clearly embarrassed to have once supported her. Lib- 
eral feminists reviled her. And though Palin was regarded as a generally 
likeable, “relatable” person, many voters nevertheless came to view her as 
completely incompetent to hold the office to which she aspired.* 

I will note that Palin has manage to resuscitate her “brand” somewhat 
post-election, becoming the biggest “celebrity” on the political right. 
Whether this means that voters will find her to be electable, however, is 
an open question. It remains to be seen, therefore, if another woman can 
crack the 21st-century gender code in 2012, and become the revolution- 
ary, powerful, “post-feminist” candidate that neither Clinton nor Palin 
could in 2008. 


Lessons from the 2008 Race 
Views about the role of sexism in Hillary’s loss, and about her legacy 


for women, are widely contradictory. Though some held Clinton to be a 
feminist hero, others found her political maneuvers to be repugnant and 
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anti-feminist at their core. And though Clinton’s camp did seem to try 
to manipulate racial stereotypes in her favor during the primary, it is also 
true that she was continually subjected to an undercurrent of sexism from 
the conservative and liberal press. How, we must ask, do we disentangle 
“simple dislike” for Hillary Clinton from hatred directed at her specifically 
because she was a woman stepping outside her socially ascribed place?** 
How do we parse the role of sexism from the other factors that led to her 
loss? Jonathan, a 19-year-old Latino male, told one of my interviewers, 
“A lot of people were turned off by her . . . because she was too shrewd, 
manipulative, you know ... I’m trying to not use curse words, but you 
know, the B word’ In the end, he opined, what hurt Clinton was not her 
gender but “the fact that she was Hillary” 

Obama likely benefitted from both the positive associations between 
masculinity and leadership, and from the many ways that Clinton was 
disparaged because of her gender. Yet it does not logically follow—as 
some have argued—that his gender privilege simply “cancelled out” or 
“trumped” the issue of race in the campaign. In the end, I argue, the 2008 
primary was less about Obama relying on sexism “to get over,” and more 
about him “doing race right” As a new-millennium, “post-racial” candi- 
date, Obama deployed the concept of race more appealingly, and more 
strategically, than Clinton did gender. While she was the candidate of the 
status quo (who could be just as tough as the boys), he was “your cool 
black friend”—and the candidate of change.” Capitalizing on the fervent 
desire in this country to say that we have overcome our racial problems, 
and deploying the tropes of renewal, redemption, and rebirth, Obama 
tapped into the revolutionary potential of his candidacy in a way that 
Clinton simply did not. As Alyssa E., a 21-year-old women’s studies major, 
said to an interviewer: “I definitely loved Hillary Clinton. But I don’t think 
it was because of sexism that she lost. I think there were some really ugly, 
really sexist things that happened. But she was very far ahead at one point, 
and I don’t think that suddenly we became sexist. I think that she could 
have had this really revolutionary candidacy; but it wasn’t quite right. She 
wasn't talking about change.” 


The Trope of Race in 


Obama's America 


A: the French philosopher Etienne Balibar has written, “The dis- 
courses of race and nation are never very far apart” The relationship 
between these discourses, however, has long been fraught with tension 
and contradiction. The pretense of nationalism is that it is an ideology of 
profound inclusion—the nation is “always conceived as a deep, horizon- 
tal comradeship” of citizens who are posited to be equals.? Yet as many 
scholars have argued, nation building has always included practices of 
both inclusion and exclusion, articulated, most prominently, around the 
axes of race, class, gender, and sexuality. Further, we are reminded, exclu- 
sions and hierarchies are not tangential or accidental to the form and for- 
mation of nation-states, but have in fact been integral to them.? 

Scholars have especially studied the ironies and contradictions of 
nation in the Americas.* The United States, for example, was founded 
on both the ideals of liberty and equality, and the practices of racial slav- 
ery, conquest, and genocide.’ This central contradiction has complicated 
notions of identity and belonging in the nation since its birth. The found- 
ing documents declared all men to be created equal but constructed those 
tainted by the condition of enslavement as three-fifths of a full human 
being. The indigenous people of America, on the other hand, were viewed 
as outside the nation-state entirely.® 

The rights movements of the mid-to-late 20th century drew attention 
to these contradictions, demanding that the United States live up to its 
creed. The denial of full citizenship and the violent subjugation of blacks 
in the Jim Crow era became a “source of embarrassment” to the United 
States, which “jeopardiz[ed] the effective maintenance of our moral lead- 
ership of the free and democratic nations of the world?” More than half 
a century later, the course of American history continues to be charac- 
terized by competing paradigms of national identity, organized around 
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principles of inclusion and exclusion. And the persistent marginalization 
of African Americans, despite important but partial gains, is alternately 
seen as a source of shame, frustration, and recrimination. In some ways 
blacks seem to be the most American of Americans, and in some ways 
they seem the least. More than a decade into the 21st century, the black/ 
white relationship remains the central organizing metaphor for race rela- 
tions in this country. It is also the basic point of reference for all other 
social divides.’ As I demonstrate below, these realities were crucial in 
shaping the discourses pertaining to race and nation that emerged in the 
2008 presidential election. 


21st-Century Anxieties of Race and Nation 


As in the past, the constructs of race and nation today are dynami- 
cally and conflictually intertwined. In the 21st century, the politics and 
anxieties of race have clear national and global referents. In the last 
several decades, the terrain of race in this country has been dramati- 
cally reshaped by the high numbers of immigrants entering from Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia. The newcomers have complicated, but not 
displaced, the black/white lens through which race has long been under- 
stood. And they have occasioned a demographic shift according to which 
whites will soon become a numerical minority for the first time since the 
country’s founding. 

Since the 1960s, the demographic and cultural import of African 
Americans has expanded as well. The nation has witnessed the develop- 
ment of a sizeable black middle class, increasing (though still low) rates of 
black/non-black intermarriage, and the emergence of black super-celeb- 
rities in sports, television, music, and now politics. Hip-hop has transi- 
tioned from an “urban subculture” to American youth culture writ large, 
performed and consumed as a means of expressing rebellion, “cool; and 
masculinity around the world.’ The cultural and demographic “brown- 
ing of America” means that the construct of American nationhood—long 
tied firmly to notions of whiteness—has been thrown into question. This 
has led to a quest for new answers to questions such as, Who are we as a 
people? What does it mean to be an American? Are there not some parts 
of the United States, and some people, that are more American than oth- 
ers? Where will whites fit in a country in which they are no longer numer- 
ically and culturally dominant? 
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The crisis dimension of this national questioning has also been height- 
ened by the decline of the United States as a global superpower. The idea of 
American superiority in virtually all areas—military, political, economic, 
scientific, ethical, and so on—is an established tenet of national identity. 
But recent events—such as the dramatic growth of the economies of 
China and India, the strength of the euro over the dollar, the Abu Ghraib 
prisoner torture scandal, and the ten years it took to capture Osama Bin 
Laden—have profoundly shaken the idea of American preeminence.’ 

The attacks of 9/11 and the subsequent war on terror have certainly 
been among the most defining factors in the production of contemporary 
racialized anxieties of nation. Since late 2001, there has been the sense 
that the United States was attacked because it was seen as an enemy of the 
Arab world and as an arrogant, imperial, white, Christian nation. Over 
the last decade, a parade of brown-skinned men from the Middle East, 
Latin America, and Africa has appeared across our television screens as 
the face of terror, having plotted to kill Americans and their allies here 
and abroad. In some ways, at some times, it seems like a race war. At the 
very least, it has been perceived to be a clash of civilizations.” 

The conservative response to what are seen as severe threats to the 
American way of life (or as a hostile takeover by the third world) has been 
to reaffirm “traditional” American values. This tendency has been reflected 
on right-wing websites, cable television programs, and radio broadcasts, 
and in the writing of authors such as Patrick Buchanan and Peter Brimelow. 
The 2008 presidential race was often framed as a battle to defend the inter- 
ests and integrity of the nation. Obama’s opponents challenged him both 
as a black man (i.e., inferior, incompetent to stand for the nation) and as a 
foreign other (i.e., dangerous to, or having no right to stand for, the nation). 
Obama, the narrative went, was a terrorist sympathizer, a man who hated 
the United States, someone that could not be trusted.” We were told that a 
vote for the Republican ticket was a vote for the “real America’—an Amer- 
ica delimited as nonurban, Christian, conservative, and white." 

A substantial part of Obama’s campaign was directed toward address- 
ing the anxieties of race and nation. At some points, he played to the tra- 
ditionalist/neoconservative paradigm of national identity. Consider, for 
example, his frequent references to his mother’s Kansas roots, his speeches 
on patriotism, and his intermittent attempts to “establish his American cul- 
tural normalcy.’* But Obama’s strength lay in his elaboration of a multicul- 
tural, cosmopolitan vision of nation. It was here that he was by far the most 
dynamic, authentic, and visionary. 


70 | The Trope of Race in Obama’s America 


In the pages below, I analyze the relationship between race and nation 
in Obama’s campaign for the White House. Rather than being race-neu- 
tral or deracialized, I argue, race was a central, if implicit, element in the 
core narrative of Obama’s campaign. Obama subtly deployed the trope 
of race to construct a nation that was triumphal and ascendant. He posi- 
tioned himself as heir to both the civil rights struggle and the American 
Revolution. Uniting several continents through his biography, he was a 
citizen of the world and a black Horatio Alger. Through his candidacy, 
the imagery of the campaign implied, the wound of race, and by exten- 
sion all others, would be healed. And having triumphantly lived up to its 
creed, the nation would be absolved of the sins of the past and present. 
Articulated squarely within the framework of the “new politics of race” 
(see chapter 3), Obama’s nation was the nation that “had overcome’ 

Ultimately, I conclude, the paradigm of national identity that Obama 
presented was inclusive, globally oriented, and forward-thinking in sev- 
eral important respects. Certainly it was a far cry from the circumscribed, 
white, conservative nation (the real America) forwarded by the McCain/ 
Palin camp, or the reactionary white nationalism (Tea Party nation) 
that emerged in response to Obama’s victory. Obama’s America was not 
without its limitations, however, stemming in large part from the color- 
blind racial liberalism in which it was grounded. The nation achieved its 
unity in large part by silencing histories of racial injustice, and by ignor- 
ing ongoing, entrenched practices of racial discrimination. It rested on a 
notion of cultural diversity that was grounded in “happy talk” rather than 
in substantive justice." And while it proclaimed itself broadly inclusive, it 
was fundamentally organized around black-and-white metaphors of race. 
The campaign implied that voting for Obama was a revolutionary act that 
would bring about fundamental social change, obscuring the fact that 
Obama was a centrist-liberal politician at best. Support for the senator 
was presented as a form of anti-racist activism, sufficient for whites to be 
able to say that they had done their part and could now definitively leave 
the problem of race behind. These issues and others are discussed below. 


The Candidate and His Wife: As American as Apple Pie? 


Obama’s unconventional background was potentially a source of pro- 
found electoral discomfort. He was not only black, but also biracial. The 
one-term senator had been raised in Hawaii and in Indonesia, attended 
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Ivy League schools, and married a tall, outspoken black woman from the 
South Side of Chicago. His middle name was shared with the Iraqi dicta- 
tor that the United States had recently hunted down, and his last name 
rhymed with that of the mastermind of 9/11. How might the campaign 
convince the public that Obama was the best person to lead, and more- 
over to represent, the nation? 

One strategy was to try to neutralize Obama’s “difference” by present- 
ing him as the “guy next door”” This was an especially important maneu- 
ver at the start of the general election, as Obama faced off against the all- 
American war hero John McCain. Shortly after accepting the Democratic 
nomination, Obama’s strategists launched a campaign to reintroduce him 
to the white working class. He would become “as American as apple pie” 
In a television ad released on June 19, 2008, Senator Obama stated, “I was 
raised by a single mom and my grandparents. We didn’t have much money, 
but they taught me values straight from the Kansas heartland where they 
grew up.’ Absent were references to his Kenyan father or to his childhood 
years outside the U.S. mainland. Obama was pictured in several frames 
surrounded not by multiracial representatives of the new America, but by 
groups of “ordinary-looking white people” As Jonathan Martin and Ben 
Smith wrote on Politico.com, “Touching down in heavily-white commu- 
nities in Missouri, Ohio, Colorado, and North Dakota last week, Obama 
paid homage to [the national touchstones of] patriotism, faith ... and mili- 
tary service” They continued, “Obama’s campaign at present is mostly an 
exercise in assurance. ... Many voters need to be convinced that they can 
relate to Obama and feel comfortable with him in the White House’”* 

The push to frame Barack Obama as an exemplar of solid, white, Amer- 
ican values extended to his wife as well. In late June, Michelle Obama 
appeared as a cohost on the daytime talk show The View. She discussed 
the importance of being at home with the kids and her preference for bare 
legs over panty hose. When asked what the Obamas ate for breakfast, 
Michelle emphasized that bacon was regularly on the menu—thus signal- 
ing that they were neither latte-sipping elitists nor secret Muslims.” 

The new emphasis on Michelle Obama’s domesticity and “mommy- 
ness” was part of a broader effort to modify her own public persona. 
Michelle Obama had been subject to relentless attacks by opponents of 
the campaign, many of which were articulated around racialized fears. 
Rumors that she had been caught on tape “ranting and raving about 
whitey” flooded right-wing websites. Conservatives expressed par- 
ticular outrage over Mrs. Obama’s claim that “for the first time in my 
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adult lifetime, I am really proud of my country.’ In response, a writer 
on Townhall.com went so far as to refer to Michelle Obama as a “nasty, 
bitter, openly racist ingrate” While Mr. Obama was to be seen as more 
American by becoming less exotic, his wife would appear more reas- 
suringly American by becoming less feminist and less black. The image 
of the pleasant, supportive homemaker would suppress more disparag- 
ing characterizations of Michelle as an aggressive career woman or an 
“angry black harridan.””° 

The public was vaguely familiar with Michelle Obama’s credentials. She 
held a law degree from Harvard, had served on six boards of directors, 
and had recently held a post as vice president of a Chicago hospital. At 
the close of the primary, however, polls revealed that many white voters 
viewed Michelle Obama in decidedly negative terms.” An all-American 
presidential candidate needed an anti-Hillary and an anti-Farrakhan by 
his side. Michelle’s successful image makeover de-emphasized her career, 
degrees, and Chicago upbringing. Further, her opinions on policy issues 
other than those relating to children were downplayed. In the first year of 
Obama’s presidency, Michelle became very popular, known as an Ameri- 
can fashion icon and as the “mom in chief” As she said in an April 2009 
interview, “I’ve worked in corporate America, I’ve worked for non-profits, 
and I consider this a very important job. ... I wake up every morning, first 
of all, making sure that my kids get to school on time and they do their 
homework?” 

Thus the Obama campaign sought at times to present the candidate 
and his wife as “conventionally” American, by emphasizing his Midwest- 
ern roots, patriotism, Christian faith, and “everydayness” This bundle of 
Americana was aimed squarely at moderate-to-conservative whites, and 
designed to invoke “tradition, the past, and comforting, gender-appro- 
priate, white cultural normativity. 


There’ the United States of America 


These images were not the dominant ones circulated by the campaign, 
however, as they did not suit Obama’s candidacy particularly well. It was 
not that they were utterly implausible; after all, one could even buy the 
beer-guzzling populism of Hillary Clinton for a while.” But flattening 
out Obama’s life history in this manner was fundamentally out of line 
with the core messaging of the campaign, as the imagery did not begin 
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to tap into what was seen as the “revolutionary potential” of Obama’s 
candidacy. 

A much more powerful set of images was found in Obama’s articula- 
tion of a multicultural, cosmopolitan vision of nation. It was here that he 
appeared to be the most vibrant, dynamic, and visionary. Whereas the 
conservative nation was unified and defined in part by boundaries and 
exclusions, the multicultural nation purported to be broadly inclusive 
(see chapter 7). Obama’s nation would not rely on divisions, it would tri- 
umphantly overcome them. In a much-quoted passage from his keynote 
speech at the 2004. Democratic National Convention, Obama stated: 


Now even as we speak, there are those who are preparing to divide 
us.... Well, I say to them tonight, there’s not a liberal America and a 
conservative America—there’s the United States of America. There’s 
not a black America and a white America and Latino America and 
Asian America—there’s the United States of America. The pundits 
like to slice-and-dice our country into red states and blue states... . 
But I’ve got news for them, too. We worship an awesome God in 
the blue states, and we don’t like federal agents poking around our 
libraries in the red states. We coach Little League in the blue states 
and have gay friends in the red states... . We are one people, all of 
us pledging allegiance to the stars and stripes, all of us defending the 
United States of America.” 


The speech referenced bridging many sorts of divides, but the central 
organizing trope around which all others revolved was race. Why race? 
Because race was the nation’s most enduring wound, standing in for all 
other social divides.” Because Barack Obama was a black man giving a 
major political address in a country that had been built on the backs of 
slaves. Because the blood of two “warring races” coursed through his 
veins. And because he spoke, victoriously, in terms of unity and ending 
divisions, and seemed to offer a way beyond the “racial stalemate” of 
the post-civil rights era.” Much of the excitement over Obama, from 
this moment, lay in his implicit promise to heal the nation through 
the vehicle of race, or specifically through his blackness. As Joe Klein 
wrote in Time, “He transcends the racial divide so effortlessly that it 
seems reasonable to expect that he can bridge all the other divisions— 
and answer all the impossible questions—plaguing American public 
life? 
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In No Other Country on Earth 


In elaborating the multicultural nation, Obama played up the diverse 
and unconventional dimensions of his biography. The idea was that the 
extraordinariness of his life history was evidence of the extraordinari- 
ness of the nation. In a 2007 New York Times Magazine story titled “Is 
(His) Biography (Our) Destiny?” for example, Obama said to a reporter, 
“I think . . . that if you can tell people, ‘We have a president in the White 
House who still has a grandmother living in a hut on the shores of Lake 
Victoria and has a sister who's half-Indonesian, married to a Chinese- 
Canadian; then they’re going to think that he may have a better sense of 
what’s going on in our lives and in our country. And they’d be right” 
Here he was leaps and bounds away from any sort of small-town, apple- 
pie presentation of self, but he repackaged these elements into a safe and 
depoliticized narrative. Rather than being a confused, miscegenated, un- 
American mess, he said, I’m actually the essence of the new America, a 
citizen of the world. Consider also his repeated references to himself as 
“a skinny kid with a funny-sounding name”—as if Barack Hussein Obama 
registered the same way in post-9/11 America as “Pippi Longstocking” 
may have in years gone by. Overall, Obama sought not so much to over- 
turn or supplant the foundational myths of American nationalism as to 
expand them. Here and elsewhere, he carefully wove his story into the 
American dream narrative while claiming it as his own. He rewrote the 
Horatio Alger myth, placing himself not at the margins but squarely in 
the center. Consider again his 2004 keynote speech at the DNC, in which 
he stated: 


My father was a foreign student, born and raised in a small village in 
Kenya. He grew up herding goats, went to school in a tin-roof shack. 
His father, my grandfather, was a cook, a domestic servant to the 
British. But my grandfather had larger dreams for his son. Through 
hard work and perseverance my father got a scholarship to study in 
a magical place, America, that shone as a beacon of freedom and 
opportunity to so many who had come before him... . I stand here 
knowing that my story is part of the larger American story, that I owe 
a debt to all of those who came before me, and that in no other coun- 
try on Earth is my story even possible.” 
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There are several interesting things to note about this passage. Like every 
immigrant of lore, Obama’s father came to the United States “in pursuit 
of a dream” Obama thus offered a triumphal black American origins 
story, and one that was, crucially, vastly different from that of the over- 
whelming majority of African Americans. The nation itself was presented 
as magical, tolerant, and without original sin. The exploitation that his 
grandfather suffered had been under the British and was therefore out- 
side the nation. The United States itself was allowed to stand as a model of 
democracy and progress. 

Clearly, this was a triumphalist vision of nation, according to which 
the United States was figured as “overcoming all obstacles [in a] march 
towards the perfect fulfillment of its founding ideals.’° Consider Obama’s 
November 4, 2008, victory night speech, in which he stated, “If there is 
anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things 
are possible; who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in 
our time; . . . tonight is your answer... . It’s been a long time coming, but 
tonight, because of what we did on this day, in this election, at this defin- 
ing moment, change has come to America.’* 

Note the crucial, though implicit, role of race in this formulation. 
Obama’s allusion to the nation’s racial history not only failed to blight or 
diminish the greatness of the United States, but was in fact key to the 
nation’s ability to manifest its greatness. The implication was that Obama’s 
campaign was the realization of both the original promise of the United 
States, as established by the founding fathers, and the fulfillment of the 
ideals of the civil rights movement. As “a simple band of colonists .. . 
left their homes and families in Lexington and Concord to take up arms 
against the tyranny of an Empire” in April 1775, so had “a young preacher 
from Georgia,’ generations later, “led a movement to help America con- 
front our tragic history of racial injustice” (from Obama's 2008 “patrio- 
tism” speech). Obama positioned himself as heir to each of those strug- 
gles. As he ascended, the loftiest and noblest ideals of the nation would be 
realized. 

Throughout the election, Obama drew implicit but clear parallels 
between his campaign and the nation’s triumphal struggle against racial 
injustice. In February 2007, he declared his intention to run for office in 
Springfield, Illinois, at the site where Abraham Lincoln had delivered a 
speech denouncing slavery and calling for national unity.” Before a crowd 
of 16,000, Obama invited Americans to join him in his quest: “It was 
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here, in Springfield . . . that I was reminded of the essential decency of 
the American people. ... And that is why, in the shadow of the Old State 
Capitol, where Lincoln once called on a divided house to stand together, 
where common hopes and common dreams still live, I stand before you 
today to announce my candidacy for President of the United States.’ 
Though he was careful to distance himself from the controversial race 
men of today, Obama often invoked the leaders of the heroic civil rights 
past. As one journalist wrote of the speech Obama delivered after win- 
ning the January 3 Iowa primary, “[Obama’s] voice and cadences sug- 
gested that he had studied Martin Luther King Jr’s register and rhythms, 
the better to subtly evoke liberalism’s great lost moment of revolutionary 
achievement and unfulfilled promise” And while he made no explicit 
reference to the significance of the date, Obama accepted the Democratic 
nomination for president on August 28, 2008, 45 years to the day after 
King’s historic “I Have a Dream” speech at the March on Washington. 
Here he said to black Americans, together we have reached the moun- 
taintop; and whites could now claim the civil rights struggle as their own, 
being this time collectively on the right side of history. 

Sam Stein wrote in the Huffington Post that Obama aides had been 
particularly eager to get an endorsement from Senator Robert Byrd of 
West Virginia (which they did). Byrd, who had been a member of the Ku 
Klux Klan and an active opponent of equal rights, had “spent much of 
[the rest of] his life expressing contrition” Obama's strategists felt that an 
endorsement from Byrd “could help complete the moral arc of [Obama’s] 
candidacy,’ Stein writes, “and they worked hard to ensure that voters 
understood its importance as well?” 

In addition to its triumphalism, Obama's vision of nation derived 
its appeal from its articulation within the framework of the “new poli- 
tics of race” As detailed in chapter 3, the new politics of race responds 
to the uncertainty and anxiety associated with race in the 21st century 
with “a strain of up-tempo, non-grievance, American-Dream-In-Color 
politics” The new politics of race is not merely a “politics of deracial- 
ization” as some have argued, but rather it involves a specific orientation 
toward current and past issues of race. In my view, it is a “racial pact” 
made between upwardly mobile blacks and the white mainstream. Public 
figures of color operating within the boundaries of the new race politics 
downplay the significance of racism and racial identity while emphasiz- 
ing the greatness of the United States. Rather than presenting themselves 
as de-raced, they symbolically offer their (redemptive/diverse/“cool”) 
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blackness to whites, and by extension to the nation. Obama’s unthreat- 
ening and bounded blackness could serve as a foundation for a revital- 
ized, newly authentic American identity. Typical of other practitioners 
of the new racial etiquette, Obama was never angry and he displayed no 
“sense of grievance” for racial wrongs. Rather, he spoke often of the “core 
goodness of America” and of white Americans. He explained that he was 
“rooted in the black community” but “not limited to it”* Racism had a 
fairly minor role in Obama’s worldview. Largely relegated to the past to 
begin with, the campaign implied that with Obama’s ascent the remnants 
of racial injustice might be washed away once and for all. 


Silences and Evasions of the Multicultural Nation 


Obama's vision of a multiracial, globally oriented nation was in many ways 
remarkable. In the post-9/11 United States, he convinced a majority of vot- 
ers that the nation would be stronger and better with him as its leader. 
Amid a culture war, he encouraged Americans to envision their core iden- 
tity as much more than white, Christian, and heterosexual; not to retreat 
into nativism, but instead to see themselves as members of a global com- 
munity. The “browning of America,’ he implied, was not to be feared, but 
celebrated; unity through diversity was the essence of who we are. 

But there were downsides to this narrative as well. For one, the unity 
of the nation was achieved in part through obfuscations and silences 
concerning the racial past and present. Obama’s portrayal of the African 
American struggle, for example, greatly diminished the role of whites in 
black oppression. Consider Obama’s own biography, which was central to 
the racialized narrative of his campaign. As noted above, it was British, 
not American, tyranny that his grandfather sought to escape. His father 
came to the United States not as a slave but as a student who eventually 
achieved the American dream. In Obama’s 2004. DNC keynote address, 
“slaves sitting around a fire singing freedom songs” were positioned as 
rhetorically equivalent to the founding fathers, who appeared as their fel- 
low freedom fighters. This nearly unbelievable analogy was forwarded 
despite the fact that it was the founding fathers who provided the ide- 
ological rationale for the institution of slavery. And through Obama’s 
emphasis on black “personal responsibility,’ and his tendency to deflect or 
avoid discussion of racism, he assured whites that he did not blame them 
for racial oppression, either today or in the past.” 
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Further, despite its pretense to be broadly multicultural, Obama’s 
nation was largely organized around a binary notion of race. As Jonathan 
Tilove wrote, “[Obama’s] candidacy at times seems less a campaign, than 
a crusade to transform the political culture and, implicitly, to bind the 
nation’s racial wounds.” But the reconciliation that the campaign prom- 
ised referred primarily to healing the divide between black and white. As 
for other racialized groups, their disparate paths to incorporation, their 
histories of exclusion, oppression, exploitation, and marginalization, were 
largely ignored. In Obama’s United States of America, there was no men- 
tion of the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Bracero worker program, the Trail 
of Tears, or the Japanese internment. The triumphal nation was incom- 
patible with mass deportations, predatory subprime lending, housing and 
employment discrimination, crumbling schools, racial profiling, and the 
prison-industrial complex. Not only were these realities overlooked, but 
the role of whites in either creating them, or passively benefitting from 
them, was erased. We were envisioned, all of us, as Americans, equally 
free to pursue our dreams in a nation that was tolerant, generous, and 
colorblind. 

As the Chicana activist Cherrie Moraga has written, this was a “multi- 
culturalism that is not multicultural” in that it was designed largely by, and 
for the benefit of, whites. Obama’s narrative of nation deployed a kind 
of racial “happy talk” that celebrated “diversity” but was entirely absent 
an agenda for racial justice.** The campaign was figured as a modern-day 
civil rights movement, in which support for Obama appeared as a form 
of anti-racist activism. As his victory was achieved, the implication was, 
whites would be absolved of the issue of race. They could leave behind 
the sins of the past and consider themselves exempt of responsibility to 
deal with race in the future. In accordance with the new politics of race, it 
was now up to blacks and other people of color to get on board, “get over 
race,’ and pull themselves up by their bootstraps. Obama—who gener- 
ally avoided discussion of the issue of racism, backed away from support 
of policies designed specifically to remedy racial inequality, and repeat- 
edly demonstrated that he would not be “the angry black man’—himself 
promised to lead the way. 

But how did the narrative deal with the issue of slavery, the nation’s 
original sin? Obama's blackness and his immigrant background allowed 
for slipperiness around this history. He could be the black Horatio Alger 
without irony, and tell a classic American origins story that demon- 
strated only the generosity and goodness of the nation. As he stood at 
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the podium, addressing crowds of thousands, one could imagine the slave 
transformed into a voluntary migrant. Or at least one could see clearly 
how very far the nation had come. The painful historical comparisons 
could be sidestepped in favor of a triumphal vision of nation. As the 
law professor Patricia Williams wrote in a February 2007 article in The 
Nation, Obama was as “bright as a newly minted coin, ‘cleansed’ of bag- 
gage, of roots, of the unacknowledged rupture that is, paradoxically, our 
greatest national bond? 

Thus Obama’s blackness was not simply made to seem unthreaten- 
ing in the election; it also had a definite appeal. Because of his blackness, 
Obama was able to offer the nation symbolic absolution and make us feel 
good about being American again.* As one British journalist wrote dur- 
ing the week of Obama’s victory: 


Those of us who have admired America since childhood . . . felt 
increasingly beleaguered after 2001. How to admire the land of 
“you're with us or against us,” embodied by a president with a cow- 
boy swagger, waging a fraudulent war and threatening to choke 
the planet by belching out a quarter of the world’s CO2 and damn 
the consequences? . . . But on Tuesday night I stood in Grant Park 
and watched a crowd of 200,000 erupt as they saw Barack Obama 
become America’s next president. From now on, admiration for the 
US will no longer need to be whispered nor weighed down with a 
thousand qualifiers.” 


There is no black America or white America, Obama claimed, no red 
states or blue states. In other words, there is no conflict over race, we're 
over it, let’s move on. This is the ideology of racial colorblindness artic- 
ulated through the language of multiculturalism. The nation would be 
united, and its wounds healed, through the tacit agreement to leave the 
unpleasantness of race alone. 
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The Politics of Color in the Racial Middle 


E an article published in the Asian American Law Review, the criti- 
cal race scholar Robert Chang discussed his difficulty apprehending 
the relevance of the debate about Obama’s race in 2007/2008 for Asian 
Americans. Despite wide claims that Obama’s candidacy demonstrated 
that the United States had transcended race, Chang was not sure that 
scholars had even begun to fully grasp the place of Asian Americans in 
the country’s racial hierarchy. He wrote, “Obama has been said to be run- 
ning the first post-racial campaign, that his success somehow marks a 
post-racial moment or ushers in a new post-racial era. If that is so, where 
do Asian Americans fit within post-racial America?” Chang wrote that he 
was particularly “vexed” by this question “because I’ve spent much of my 
academic career talking about where Asian Americans fit within Amer- 
ica’s racial landscape, a landscape dominated by the black-white racial 
paradigm” 

Though he felt that this work was far from complete, Chang stated, 
“Here I am, now having to think about it and to retool and say, ‘Where do 
we fit in the post-racial landscape?” It was therefore not clear to Chang 
at all that declaring the nation to have transcended race was a good thing. 
It was as if whites, and some blacks, were seeking to close inquiry into an 
area in which there were a good many questions still to be answered— 
especially with regard to Asian Americans. “What could ‘post-racial’ 
mean,’ Chang asked, “and how can we get to the post-racial without 
working through the racial?” 

These are the kind of questions I explore in the present chapter. Here 
I examine racial politics among “non-black non-whites” in the 2008 
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race—those the sociologist Eileen O’Brien has characterized as being in 
the “racial middle”? This chapter focuses on Latinos and Asian Ameri- 
cans, two groups whose demographic, cultural, and political impact 
has increased tremendously in the past several decades. As stated in a 
2010 report by the U.S. Census Bureau, “Over the last 40 years, immi- 
gration from Latin America and Asia has been the major force changing 
the racial and ethnic composition of the American population”? Latinos 
are currently the largest non-white group in the United States at 15% of 
the overall population, followed by blacks at 12% and Asians at 4%.* It is 
projected that by 2050, the Latino and Asian share of the population will 
double, to nearly 30% and 9%, respectively.* As the aim of this book is 
to use Obama’s presidential candidacy as a lens through which to under- 
stand emergent trends in U.S. race relations, it is clear that the politics of 
race in the racial middle merit consideration. Even if—as I argue through- 
out this book—the conversation about race in 2008 was overwhelmingly 
framed in terms of black and white, this fact itself begs for analysis. 

On the one hand, I look at portrayals of Latino and Asian American 
communities in the mainstream media: how they were positioned in rela- 
tionship to other racial groups; what their political concerns, interests, 
and motivations were understood to be; and how the wider racial nar- 
ratives that circulated during the election were understood to pertain to 
them. I also consider Latino and Asian racial politics from within. I ana- 
lyze an array of articles, editorials, and blog postings by non-black writers 
of color in both the mainstream and ethnic media. I look at debates about 
the 2008 election, race, and what an Obama victory might mean for the 
racial middle itself. 

I also seek to understand the place and perspectives of Asian and Latino 
voters in comparison to those of whites and blacks. I ask, What was the 
relevance of race in the 2008 election for members of these groups? How 
did they respond to the themes of racial reconciliation, redemption, and 
new race politics? To what extent, if any, was Barack Obama's political 
success interpreted as evidence of the nation’s definitive triumph over the 
problem of racism? 

Other questions pertain to the issue of blackness and the black/white 
divide. How important, or relevant, was Obama’s race to non-black com- 
munities of color? Was it appealing, unappealing, or largely irrelevant? 
Was Obama seen as black? As “brown?” Or as something other? What 
evidence, if any, was there of racial solidarity or a sense of shared fate as 
people of color? To what extent did Asian American and Latino writers 
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look to black history as a point of reference for their own experiences in 
this country? 

Lastly, I ask, What kinds of debates about Latinos, Asians, race, and 
politics emerged during the 2008 race? What do these debates tell us 
about the perceived place of the racial middle in American society, espe- 
cially in relationship to blacks and to whites? What might a consideration 
of the broader ways that race played out in the 2008 election tell us about 
the contours of the U.S. racial hierarchy at present and in the near future? 
If the racial middle is neither simply a darker shade of white nor a lighter 
shade of black, then what exactly does it look like? 


The Racial Middle and the Black/White Binary 


As the discussion above suggests, this chapter is motivated in part by a 
series of broader theoretical questions pertaining to the racialization of 
the non-black non-whites in the 21st century. Observing the profound 
demographic and cultural shifts of the post—civil rights era—including 
the widening class gap among African Americans, rising rates of interra- 
cial marriage, and the dramatic growth of new populations of color since 
the 1965 immigration reform law—scholars have increasingly questioned 
the viability of a black/white, binary understanding of race relations.‘ 

According to the black/white perspective, racial matters in the United 
States may be largely understood with reference to the history of relations 
between the nation’s two most historically significant racial groups. As 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva wrote in 2004, “For demographic . . . and historical 
reasons ... the United States has [long] had a bi-racial order (white versus 
the rest) fundamentally anchored in the black-white experience”? While 
this was largely true in the past,’ given the changes of the past several 
decades, we must ask whether it is true now. Have the broader workings 
of race in the United States significantly expanded past the limits of the 
binary? 

A related question concerns the relevance of the black/white para- 
digm for non-black populations of color. The binary perspective pos- 
its that the core, or fundamental, pattern of racialization in the United 
States has been that experienced by black Americans in their rela- 
tionship with whites.” The experiences of Latinos, Asians, and others 
are understood to take place somewhere along the black/white con- 
tinuum—being either more like those of blacks, or more like those of 
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whites. Those in the “racial middle” evidence more racial consciousness 
to the degree that their views and attitudes approximate those of blacks, 
and greater assimilation to the degree that their experiences and points 
of view mirror those of whites. 

Recognizing the shortcomings of this perspective, some authors 
have argued that the single-axis approach should be abandoned for one 
that recognizes disparate trajectories of racialization for different racial 
groups.” In the second edition of their classic text Racial Formation in 
the United States, for example, the sociologists Michael Omi and How- 
ard Winant “reject the project of dichotomizing race,’ arguing instead 
that the histories of the Chinese in California, Mexicans in Texas, Native 
Americans in the Midwest, and so forth should be understood as distinct 
from the experiences of African Americans in the U.S. South.” 

Other scholars, however, have argued that this approach goes too 
far.” Race, after all, is a relational concept whose definitional subcatego- 
ries (black, white, brown) acquire meaning only in relationship with one 
another. Race relations in different parts of the country, they remind us, 
evolved within a wider system of meaning, hierarchy, and oppression. Tif- 
fany Davis argues that while “it is true that the histories of most non-black 
groups of color are absent from the race literature,’ it is also true “that the 
racialization of many of these groups in the U.S. was largely influenced 
by and structured around whites’ treatment of and response to blacks” 
Davis cites the sociologist Joe Feagin, who argues that U.S. history is “not 
a multiplicity of disconnected racisms,’ but rather “emanates from a white 
supremacist core initially designed in the interests of exploiting African 
American labor and decimating indigenous societies’ 

Similarly, in her study of the racialization of Asian Americans, the 
political scientist Claire Jean Kim notes: “The problem with the differ- 
ent trajectories approach is that it imputes mutual autonomy to respec- 
tive racialization processes that are in fact mutually constitutive of one 
another. Asian Americans have not been racialized in a vacuum, isolated 
from other groups; to the contrary, Asian Americans have been racialized 
relative to and through interaction with Whites and Blacks. As such, the 
respective racialization trajectories of these groups are profoundly inter- 
related.” Kim describes the conundrum facing scholars as how to discuss 
the experiences of “the other non-Whites” in a way that “appreciates both 
how racialization processes are mutually constitutive of one another and 
how they can unfold along more than one dimension or scale at a time.” 
She describes this approach as “racial triangulation” 
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In the single, black/white axis perspective, anti-black racism is seen as 
the core racism from which all other racisms are derived. Further, blacks 
are understood to be universally at the bottom of the U.S. racial hierarchy. 
But this last supposition is not actually always true. As the historian Evelyn 
Hu-DeHart argues, when it comes to the issue of national belonging and 
identity, African Americans in fact rank higher than many other groups. 
“Despite deep-seated and widely distributed hostility against them,’ Hu- 
DeHart writes, “only the most virulent and crudest white supremacist 
would deny that blacks are American, or that Americans can be black’? 
“The same cannot be said about Latinos/as or Asians in America,’ she 
states, “regardless of how many generations they have been here?” 

Similarly, Kim argues that there are at least two axes of racial domina- 
tion in the United States (though she concedes that there may in fact be 
more)—superior/inferior and insider/foreigner. While blacks are seen as 
inferior to whites, they are nonetheless seen as integral members of the 
nation. Asian Americans, on the other hand, are viewed as fundamentally 
outside the nation, “immutably foreign and unassimilable with Whites on 
cultural and/or racial grounds.” Thus, while Asian Americans may be con- 
sidered culturally superior to blacks, they are also viewed as inherently 
un-American.” 

Consider also the recent experiences of Arab Americans. While they 
have long been classified as white in the census, since 9/11 Arab Ameri- 
cans have been re-racialized as a distinct, suspicious, and newly threaten- 
ing minority. Their racialization has elements akin to both those of lower- 
income blacks (intense antipathy) and to Asian Americans (being seen as 
inherently foreign). There are also important aspects of the Arab Ameri- 
can experience that are unique. While Asian, Latino, and Native Ameri- 
can writers have lamented the invisibility of their communities in discus- 
sions of U.S. racial politics, the sociologist Antonio A. Chiareli argues that 
Arab Americans and Muslims in the United States are experiencing the 
opposite—a crisis of hyper-visibility.” For these reasons, Eileen O’Brien 
argues that attempts to understand those in the racial middle as existing 
along a singular racial continuum (being either more like whites or more 
like blacks) are inherently limiting. There are crucial dimensions of the 
experiences of Latinos, Asians and others that neither the binary nor the 
continuum is able to capture. 

The immigration experience is by far the most important. Though 
Asians and Latinos have been present in the United States in smaller 
numbers for centuries (Chinese, Japanese, and Mexican Americans 
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have particularly long histories in this country), these populations have 
greatly increased in size, visibility, and diversity in the last four and a half 
decades, due primarily to immigration. According to U.S. census esti- 
mates, at present, nearly 70% of the Asian population and 40% of the His- 
panic population is made up of individuals who were born outside the 
United States. These facts have only reinforced the view that the racial 
middle is not, and can never be, truly American.” 

The processes of globalization and transnationalism—greatly facilitat- 
ing travel and communication back and forth across national borders— 
also mean that the kind of one-way assimilation into the American “melt- 
ing pot” witnessed among white ethnics in the past is extremely unlikely 
to occur today. Rather, we may expect many members of immigrant com- 
munities to acquire “transnational identities,’ as citizens of the United 
States and also of wider diasporas stretching across the globe.”° 

We must consider the changing demographics that immigration is 
bringing about as well. Due both to an influx of new immigrants and 
higher birthrates among certain immigrant groups, whites’ share of the 
population is shrinking. Non-Hispanic whites will decline to less than 
half the population by the year 2050, as racial minorities become the new 
majority. One possible response to these changes would be to embrace 
them and redefine the United States as a nation that is black, white, and 
brown. Often enough, however, the nation’s changing demographics 
seem to be leading to widespread panic and alarm among certain whites, 
repressive new anti-immigration laws, and attempts to maintain the core 
of the culture as white and Christian.” 

These factors cast doubt on the thesis put forth by George Yancey in 
his 2003 book Who Is White? Yancey argues that the United States is 
developing a new racial binary—a black/non-black divide. In order to 
preserve their majority group status, he argues, whites will assimilate 
Asians, Latinos, and others into a newly defined category of whiteness, 
in juxtaposition to African Americans. While blacks are “destined . . . to 
remain an outcast race,” he claims, “other, non-black racial minorities will 
achieve dominant group status over time.’ In the remainder of his book, 
Yancey presents an array of survey data designed to support his conclu- 
sion that the members of the racial middle are in fact “becoming white’ 

Another major perspective on the United States’ racial future comes 
from Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, who predicts the emergence of a Latin 
America—like “tripartite” racial structure. In the next several decades, he 
argues, African Americans, black immigrants, and low-income Latinos 


Asian and Latino Voters in the 2008 Election | 87 


and Asians will become part of the “collective black” category, relegated 
to the bottom of the racial hierarchy. Most Asians and Latinos, however, 
will become “honorary whites,’ meaning that they will receive some, 
but not all of, the benefits of whiteness (and their honorary white status 
can be revoked at any time). Bonilla-Silva also believes that a few light- 
skinned, highly assimilated non-whites (but no blacks) will be accepted 
into a slightly expanded category of whiteness.” 

Bonilla-Silva’s model, in my view, is a great improvement over Yancey’s. 
It takes into account the importance of skin color, ethnicity, and the tim- 
ing and conditions of entry into the United States. It also points toward 
potential areas of solidarity among non-whites who may confront similar 
types of marginalization. The key weakness of both models, however, is 
that they rely on a single axis of racialization. This perspective forces each 
author to oversimplify, ignore, or simply avoid inquiry into the dimen- 
sions of Latino and Asian racialization that do not correspond to the 
experiences of either blacks or whites.** As Claire Jean Kim suggests, a 
better model would acknowledge the differing but mutually constitutive 
trajectories of different racial groups, and the existence of more than one 
dimension of racialization. This framework guides the analysis found in 
this chapter. 


The Workings of Race in the 2008 Election 


The first finding of my research is that the national discussions about 
race that took place during the 2008 presidential campaign were over- 
whelmingly about blacks and whites, referring almost exclusively to the 
history of relations between these two groups. The overarching themes 
of the election—racial reconciliation, absolution, redemption, post-race 
triumphalism, and new race politics—were constructed around black and 
white racial archetypes. “Race” in discussions of the election generally 
meant blackness (as gender usually meant white women), and the mem- 
bers of the racial middle were for the most part invisible. 

My second finding is that to the extent that Latino and Asian voters 
were discussed in the mainstream media at all, they were most often 
presented as the racial antagonists of African Americans. Their early, 
overwhelming support for Hillary Clinton was taken as a manifestation 
of deeply held anti-black prejudices, and as confirmation of the raging 
antipathies said to exist between blacks and other non-whites. Therefore, 
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far from being seen as model minorities, those in the racial middle stood 
in implicit moral contrast to white Americans, who figured in the wider, 
mostly liberal narrative of the election as having overcome the pettiness 
of race, via the vehicle of Obama’s candidacy. Thus Latino and Asian vot- 
ers tended to be presented in reductive, racialized terms, and as different, 
in important respects, from both whites and blacks. The implicit compar- 
isons drawn between Asians, Latinos, blacks, and whites in the election 
constituted a form of racial “triangulation,’ wherein different groups were 
racialized in relationship to one another. 

As for views of the election from the perspectives the racial middle, I 
find first that the racialized imagery surrounding the Obama candidacy 
did not have tremendous resonance. Neither discussions of Obama as 
a “new type” of black man (new race politics), nor those of the nation’s 
purported triumph over racism (post-race American triumphalism), were 
salient themes among Latino or Asian writers. And comparisons between 
Barack Obama and Martin Luther King—ubiquitous elsewhere—were 
generally not found in the non-black ethnic media. 

But this is not to say that issues of race and culture were irrelevant to 
Latino and Asian voters. Toward the close of the primary season, Obama’s 
heritage emerged as a clear point of pride, especially among Asian Ameri- 
can and Pacific Islanders. Non-black writers of color identified with the 
senator as a fellow immigrant (via his Kenyan-born father), as an “honor- 
ary Asian American,’ or as a son of the third world—but not as a black 
man. In fact, among the communities of the racial middle, Obama’s 
blackness did not appear to be an important source of appeal. Obama’s 
self- presentation as a post-racial politician, however, seems to have been 
relevant to the members of the racial middle in that it allowed them to 
focus on the parts of his biography to which they could relate—none of 
which, again, were related directly to his blackness. Each of these issues is 
addressed, in turn, in the sections below. 


Framing the Race in Black and White 


After Obama won the first primary of the Democratic race (the January 
Iowa caucuses), one conservative pundit wrote that with the victory, “one 
of our great national sins is being obliterated” “I don’t agree with Obama 
and I don't particularly like him,’ he continued, “but I am proud of this 
moment.” Even for some observers on the right, then, the racial sym- 
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bolism of Obama’s candidacy was a very meaningful aspect of the 2008 
contest. When considered from the perspective of the racial middle, how- 
ever, it is apparent that this symbolism was largely constructed in terms 
of black and white. 

Imagery drawn from the African American struggle for equality was 
woven throughout the campaign. Obama declared his candidacy at the 
historic Illinois site where Abraham Lincoln had given a major address 
calling the nation to unite and end the practice of slavery. He and Clinton 
both delivered speeches in Selma, Alabama, on the anniversary of a famed 
civil rights march. And Obama accepted the Democratic nomination one 
day after the 45th anniversary of Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech. As an August 2008 article from MSNBC stated, “If King inspired 
Americans to confront their bigotry or at least dream of a more perfect 
union, a candidate with Obama’s profile surely seems part of that dream’s 
fulfillment” These actions, and this narrative, appealed most directly to 
white and to black voters.” 

Even the discourses of racial progress and redemption were fundamen- 
tally rooted in the racial binary. The “new politics of race” that Obama 
was said to embody (discussed in chapter 3) were essentially a new black 
politics; a set of rules, or expectations, laid out for black Americans in 
the 21st century. The “post-race narrative of American triumphalism” 
(discussed in chapter 2) was at heart a story about whites overcoming 
the vestiges of racial prejudice by elevating Obama to the White House. 
Through the election of a black man, white Americans would be forgiven 
for the sins of the past, and black Americans would be drawn more fully 
into the national embrace. As the liberal critic Paul Waldman wrote in 
the American Prospect, “Obama offers his identity as the vehicle of our 
redemption, as individuals and as a nation. . . . He is both white and black, 
Kansas and Kenya, the racial synthesis through which the clash of thesis 
and antithesis is resolved”? 

The members of the racial middle, while not entirely absent from the 
discourse about race, were mostly peripheral to it. In February 2008, Isaac 
Chotiner commented in the New Republic that while Obama had begun 
“peppering his speeches” with appeals to Latino and Asian voters, “he 
still faces the reality that his words are, too often, not ‘post-racial’ or ‘col- 
orblind’ but actually dichotomous?’ The precarious legal and economic 
status of millions of undocumented immigrants in the United States, 
the detention (without trial) of hundreds of Middle Eastern men in the 
Guantanamo Bay detention center, and the many other issues pertaining 
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mostly to the racial middle were left unresolved, and unaddressed, in this 
story of black/white reconciliation. 

Commenting on the discourse about the election, Newsweek’s Rich- 
ard Rodriguez stated in May 2008, “I hear often enough that America 
is becoming a post-racial nation. This election season was supposed to 
prove it. Yet I am struck by the contrary—how mired our politics remain 
in the dialectic of black and white’ Similarly, in a 2009 article in the 
journal Meridians, the Chicana activist Cherrie Moraga argued that the 
campaign had “laid bare what most non-African-American people of 
color already know . .. that when this country thinks about ‘race; it 
thinks black” Why was this? “The bitter history of black slavery,’ Mor- 
aga argued, “still haunts the collective psyche of white America. For bet- 
ter or worse, black people represent white America’s greatest fear and 
loathing as well as its greatest hope for moral redemption. Other people 
of color as a whole remain invisible or are perceived as of little political 
consequence, except as the scapegoats for economic and national secu- 
rity anxiety”? 

Thus, in the larger national debate about race, those in the racial mid- 
dle were, for the most part, simply not included in the conversation. Inter- 
estingly, perhaps, Asian Americans did not even appear here as shining 
examples for blacks to emulate, or as “model minorities.” In 2007/2008, 
it was “Obama-like” blacks who were juxtaposed against the irresponsible 
black lower classes and the problematic African American political old 
guard. In fact, to the extent that Asian and Latino voters were discussed 
in the media at all, they most often appeared as problematic racial actors 
themselves, as individuals unready for change, who stood in the way of 
Obama’s revolutionary candidacy. 


The Interracial Conflict Narrative 


Hillary Clinton was extremely popular with Latino and Asian voters in 
the Democratic primary. In some areas, the racial middle favored Clinton 
by a margin of three to one. The polls projected that Clinton would hand- 
ily defeat Obama in places such as California, Arizona, New York, and 
New Jersey, which had large non-black communities of color.’ The story 
that emerged in the media to explain this phenomenon was one of inter- 
minority conflict: the notion that hostility toward blacks was driving the 
members of the racial middle toward Obama’s democratic rival. 
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Several stories on the racial roots of Asian lack of interest in Obama 
appeared in 2007/2008. In a February 2008 article in Time, Lisa Takeuchi 
Cullen claimed that electoral results thus far had “raised a very sensitive, 
ugly question: could some Asian Americans not be voting for Obama sim- 
ply because he’s black?” Cullen quoted a Taiwanese American scholar 
who argued that many Asian immigrants came to the United States with 
“a very uninformed bias” against blacks. Later in the article, a Chinese 
American financial analyst explained the preference for Clinton by stat- 
ing, “Chinese people are really racist at times.’ Other stories offering at 
least partial credence to the Asian racism thesis appeared in Time (again), 
the Seattle Times, the New Republic, and on CNN’s Anderson Cooper 
360.34 

With respect to Latinos, the purported conflict between black and 
brown was the biggest story of the election cycle by far. More than a 
dozen major stories on this issue appeared in the mainstream press.” In 
the New York Times, Adam Nagourney and Jennifer Steinhauer claimed 
that “Mr. Obama confronts a history of often uneasy and competitive 
relations between blacks and Hispanics, particularly as they have jock- 
eyed for influence in cities like Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York” The 
authors quoted one local resident who opined, “I don’t think many Lati- 
nos will vote for Obama. There’s always been tension in the black and 
Latino communities.’ In another story from National Public Radio, Man- 
dalit del Barco wrote, “How years of simmering tensions between Califor- 
nia’s Latinos and African Americans will play out in the presidential race” 
was “a hotly contested matter” The conservative writer Robert Novak 
argued in the Washington Post that the Clinton campaign was “not only 
relying on a brown firewall built on an anti-black base” but also “rein- 
forcing it.” Others drew similar conclusions. A New York magazine article 
stated that Clinton was seeking “to play off, even exacerbate, historical 
tensions between black and brown voters.”2” 

While several pointed the finger at the Clinton camp, many other writ- 
ers blamed Obama’s poor poll numbers on Latinos themselves. In the 
New Republic, John Judis stated that “over the last two decades, there 
has been evidence of growing hostility from Hispanics toward African 
Americans.” He claimed that surveys had found that Latinos consistently 
“display more prejudice toward African Americans” than do whites.” A 
similar note was struck in Newsweek, where Earl Ofari Hutchinson stated 
that while whites had shown that they were “ready to vote for an Afri- 


” 


can-American candidate,’ “the rules of political engagement” would “fall 
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apart” when it came to Latinos. “I do not believe Latino voters will vote 
even for a candidate like Obama,’ Hutchinson claimed. “The tensions 
between blacks and Latinos and negative perceptions that have marred 
relations between these groups for so long unfortunately still resonate” 
In the New Yorker, Ryan Lizza argued that though the primaries had been 
“refreshingly absent” of racial politics thus far, that was “about to change” 
due to the black and Latino populations of South Carolina and Nevada. 
Whereas whites in previous races had managed to transcend racialized 
thinking, Lizza claimed, black and Latino voters would inevitably intro- 
duce an unwelcome racial element into the contest.*° 

In the end, the racial middle did vote overwhelmingly for Hillary 
Clinton. Clinton won 86% of Asian American Democrats in New York, 
73% in New Jersey, and 75% in California. She beat Obama among Lati- 
nos by a two-to-one margin overall, winning 73% in New York, 68% in 
New Jersey, and 66% in Texas.” The implication of most of the coverage 
of these races was that, motivated largely by their prejudices, Asians and 
Latinos had not so much voted for Clinton as they had voted against 
Obama. 


Latino and Asian American Writers Respond 


While the interracial conflict narrative was the most convenient expla- 
nation for Clinton’s popularity with the racial middle, it was vigorously 
contested by bloggers and journalists of color.” In the Huffington Post, 
Roberto Lovato wrote that it was “tragicomic” “to watch the white, and 
some African American, political commentators on MSNBC, CNN and 
other networks tell us that the Latino vote for Clinton reflected ‘Black- 
Latino tensions.” Lovato found it particularly absurd that a story on the 
black/brown divide had appeared in the New Yorker, given that the pub- 
lication “has no Latino editorial staff” to speak of. “Everybody,’ he wrote, 
“seems to have something to say about Latino politics. Everybody that is, 
except Latinos?’ 

The Puerto Rican blogger Liza Sabater characterized the conflict nar- 
rative as a tactic designed to foment tension among non-whites. She 
described Nagourney and Steinhauer’s New York Times article as “one 
of the most poorly researched, poorly fact checked, backed by barely 
just one expert in Caribbean and Latin American history, anthropology, 
or public policy race-baiting piece of drivel about how Latinos will not 
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vote for Obama because they can’t relate to his blackness:’** On her blog, 
the Cuban American writer Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez described the New 
York Times article as a “sloppy and inaccurate” story that “goes on for 
32 agonizing paragraphs, using the terms ‘black’ and ‘Latino’ as though 
they were mutually exclusive—which they are not.’ She continues, “I sug- 
gest the reporters and editors of the New York Times . . . take the subway 
uptown for a spell. Walk around. Go to a bodega or two. Listen to peo- 
ple talk. All those ‘black’ people you see in Washington Heights? They’re 
Latinos’”45 

The interracial conflict narrative provoked considerable frustration 
among Asian American writers as well. Jeff Chang referred to it as one 
of a number of “crackpot theories” about the non-white electorate. New 
America Media reported that CNN’s February 12 story on the racial roots 
of Asian opposition to Obama had led to “outrage” among Asian Ameri- 
can viewers.** The 80-20 Initiative circulated a petition stating that the 
story was misleading and insulting.” And the blogger Jennifer Fang wrote 
that while she was initially excited to learn that CNN had produced a 
story on the Asian American community, she was ultimately disappointed 
to find that the segment was “a half-assed fluff piece by a disinterested 
reporter.’ At the conclusion of her post she wrote, “So, I guess we exist. 
Sorta” 


Is He Black Enough? 


There were many reasons to question the interracial conflict thesis. The 
first was its clear parallels to the “Is Obama black enough?” story, which 
dominated press coverage of the black electorate for months. Early polls 
had shown that Hillary Clinton’s support among African Americans far 
exceeded Obama's. A national survey taken in January 2007, for example, 
gave Clinton a 40-point lead over Obama among blacks.” The argument 
crafted by the press was that Hillary Clinton’s stronger showing among 
blacks resulted from the fact that Obama was not culturally familiar, or 
“black,” enough for most African Americans. He was too well educated, 
too articulate, too light-skinned, not angry enough, and so forth. That 
Bill Clinton had been extremely popular with African Americans in the 
1990s—leading the novelist Toni Morrison to declare him the “first black 
president”—was entirely overlooked, along with the fact that among 
blacks, Obama was a relative unknown.*° 
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In 2007, the “black enough” issue was furiously debated on MSNBC, 
60 Minutes, CNN, the CBS Evening News, the daytime talk show The 
View, and throughout the print media.” The British paper the Guardian 
declared that “with his mixed-race background, Ivy League education and 
Midwestern accent, one of [Obama’s] greatest challenges has been con- 
vincing African-Americans that he is ‘one of them.” The host of National 
Public Radio’ Talk of the Nation, Neal Conan, claimed that many blacks 
were openly questioning “whether in effect [Obama] is black enough, or 
whether he can be described as African American at all” The conservative 
pundit Juan Williams argued that most blacks were unable to relate to 
Obama because “the alienation, anger and pessimism that mark speeches 
from major black American leaders” were “missing” from his oratory. 
Williams characterized this as “the latest in self-defeating black politics? 

The “black enough” story caught on like wildfire. But the media’s fasci- 
nation with Obama’s blackness revealed more about the media than it did 
about black politics. As the African American journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates 
wrote in Time, “What [the pundits] fail to understand is that African- 
Americans meet other intelligent, articulate African-Americans all the 
time.” The claim that blacks did not accept Obama because he was not 
“black enough,’ Coates argued, “is a clever device, hatched by mainstream 
(primarily white) journalists who are shocked—shocked!—to discover 
that black people aren’t as dumbstruck by Obama as they are’ 

Brent Staples wrote in the New York Times that as the black commu- 
nity had “historically and eagerly embraced as black anyone and every- 
one with any African ancestry,’ the claim that Obama’s mixed-race heri- 
tage made him “not black enough” simply did not “make sense in the 
black community itself” In the Washington Post, Amina Luqman wrote 
that many African Americans had scoffed at the media’s questioning of 
Obama’s blackness: “We know that the question has less to do with black 
America than with whether white America trusts that Obama is not too 
black for its [own] political taste” Middle-class blacks “live with a ver- 
sion of Obama’s tightrope dance every day,’ she continued. “We do the 
same dance in our workplaces, with our supervisors, our neighbors and 
our college classmates. In that way we know Obama couldn't be more like 
us, he couldn't be more black’ 

Thus the “black enough” meme painted a dramatically oversimplified 
portrait of black politics and black subjectivities. But it also manifested a 
perplexity and wonderment among members of the press about the nature 
of Obama’s blackness. Having long understood African American politi- 
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cians in monolithic, sometimes caricatured terms, the press greeted Obama 
with a kind of awe: what kind of black person is this? The ostensibly “color- 
blind” pundit class granted itself permission to explore the authenticity and 
dimensions of Obama’s blackness by claiming to be merely reporting on a 
conversation that was taking place in the black community. It was not that 
the press was obsessed with Obama’s blackness, it was that blacks were. 

But the actual conversation in the black community was never framed 
in these terms. The questioning was less about Obama’s cultural creden- 
tials than it was about his allegiances, policies, and positions. The sena- 
tor was being hailed in the press as the greatest black person of all time, 
a man who would change the conversation about race forever, the “one” 
that the country had been waiting for. As MSNBC’s Chris Matthews 
stated in 2007, “I don’t think you can find a better opening gate, start- 
ing gate personality than Obama as a black candidate.” Obama was also 
constantly praised for the ways in which he appeared to differ from most 
other blacks—who, in the words of one reporter, all too often evidenced 
the “crippling psychological legacy of slavery.’ 

The “black enough” argument began to disintegrate as soon as Afri- 
can Americans began to shift their allegiance to Obama en masse. As 
one reporter wrote in early 2008, “Remember all the commentator chat- 
ter last summer: Is Barack Obama black enough? Well, he’s black enough 
now” Obama garnered well over 80% of the black vote in most of the 
Democratic primaries and 95% in the general election.” By November 4, 
2008, Obama had attained near messianic status in the black community, 
with blacks irrespective of age, gender, and class supporting him with an 
almost religious fervor, and criticism of the senator taken to be a kind of 
heresy.** Obama did not remain criticism-proof in the black community 
for long, however, as the “honeymoon” lasted less than two years.” But 
in 2007/2008 many blacks came to see Obama as a brilliant, visionary 
leader who represented the best of black America, admiring in him many 
of the characteristics that the press had claimed African Americans were 
constitutionally unable to relate to. 


This Deserves Some Actual Reporting 
Barack Obama did not achieve the same degree of adulation in the racial 


middle. But the interracial conflict narrative also revealed more about the 
wider white public than it did about voters of color. The clearest evidence 
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of the falseness of the notion that deep-seated anti-black hostility would 
prevent Latinos and Asians from voting for Obama was found again in 
electoral results. In the general election, Obama won 67% of Latino voters 
and 62% of Asian Americans. In some contests, he was even more popu- 
lar with the racial middle than Clinton had been in the primaries.®° As a 
number of observers have pointed out, it was black and Latino voters who 
delivered Obama the presidency. Had it been up to whites alone, McCain 
would have won. Commenting on the decisive role of the non-white vote, 
Laura Carlsen wrote that the real lesson of the 2008 race “was that the 
white elite no longer have a stranglehold on U.S. politics?” 

Further, while many of the early reports suggested that immigrants, 
being the most racist toward blacks, were the least likely to support 
Obama, several studies found that Latino immigrants actually voted for 
Obama in higher proportions than their native-born counterparts.” The 
original logic was that (1) immigrants detested blacks more because they 
brought to the United States deeply held prejudices learned in their home 
countries, or that (2) being especially preoccupied with getting ahead in 
the United States, immigrants were particularly desirous to distance them- 
selves from the group most clearly at the bottom of the social hierarchy.” 

I do not wish to imply that anti-black prejudices held by other non- 
whites are trivial or nonexistent. But the issue of interest here is why the 
interracial conflict narrative was so eagerly pursued by the media despite 
very thin evidence of its relevance to the 2008 race. Even the anecdotal 
evidence was spotty. As Lisa Cullen wrote in the follow-up to her Febru- 
ary 18, 2008, Time story, “Does Obama Have an Asian Problem?” “Some 
of you wrote to say you too found [Anderson Cooper’s] CNN report 
patently offensive. Others of you found my post’s title patently offen- 
sive.... That got me to thinking. This deserved some actual reporting.’ 

Much of the frustration on the part of activists and bloggers of color 
stemmed from the fact that the conflict narrative supplanted substan- 
tive exploration of the experiences and interests of the racial middle. As 
Lovato argued in the Huffington Post, “Story after story tries to fit the 
Latino vote into the procrustean bed of old-school, black v. white politics” 
through the use of “awkward” and “simplistic” rhetoric. He wrote that the 
diversity and complexity of the Latino community was something that 
“news organizations, the political parties and the society as a whole” were 
“ill equipped to understand and to deal with.’®s 

The interracial conflict thesis thus reflected a lack of attention to the 
diversity and complexity of political thought among non-whites. But 
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it also had a functional role in the larger narrative of the election. This 
broader narrative portrayed Obama’s campaign as a movement for racial 
justice and national redemption, one in which certain people were on the 
side of progress and others were against it. On the right side were edu- 
cated, affluent white voters, liberals, youth, and some conservatives. In 
the wrong were blacks obsessed with racial authenticity, Asians and Lati- 
nos hampered by prejudice, and most of the political right. As racially 
motivated opponents of Obama’s historic election, Latinos and Asians 
stood in contrast to liberal white Americans, who had themselves man- 
aged to transcend the issue of race. The implicit reprobation of non-white 
voters found throughout the press in 2007/2008 thus furthered the self- 
congratulatory narrative of whites’ triumph over racism in the presiden- 
tial race.® 

But the focus on conflict between minorities was not new. The soci- 
ologist John Lie took aim at the black/Asian conflict thesis in an article 
published in 2004. Lie wrote that while social scientists generally assume 
that intergroup contact inevitably leads to tension and discord, this mis- 
understands “an effect for a cause” For example, scholars often blame 
desegregation for increases in ethnic conflict, rather than acknowledg- 
ing the practice of segregation itself to have been the root cause. Lie also 
wrote that people often blame race for conflict that may be driven by dif- 
ferences in education, occupation, and politics. According to Lie, despite 
the fact that inter-minority conflict is actually quite rare, “contemporary 
Americans are wont to highlight ethnic tension and conflict” Blacks and 
Asians—“the ideologically antipodal minorities—the urban underclass 
against the model minority”—seem to be the perfect racial antagonists.” 

But why? If conflict between racial minorities is relatively rare, why do 
we have the impression that it is quite prevalent? In a 2007 article titled 
“The Fantasy of L.A’s ‘Race War,” the Los Angeles Times columnist Greg- 
ory Rodriguez offered a series of thought-provoking insights. Rodriguez 
began with the observation that whites routinely estimate far higher lev- 
els of black-Latino conflict than do either blacks or Latinos. While 75% of 
whites in one national study said that relations between whites and blacks 
“were either very good or somewhat good,’ less than half viewed black- 
Hispanic relations in a positive light. Rodriguez found white pessimism 
concerning black/Latino relations to be “particularly interesting given 
that 68% of blacks and 59% of Latinos considered black-Latino relations 
generally good’”® Rodriguez argued that the explanation for this phe- 
nomenon might lie in what he called “Anglo race fatigue”: “Over the last 
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generation, a growing number of white Americans have expressed their 
exasperation with the seeming intractability of racial issues in the U.S.... 
I imagine that plenty of them are eager to consign the issue of race to a 
new set of players and, indeed, may be relieved that the media’s preoc- 
cupation with black versus brown has eclipsed that of white versus black. 
They want to say, ‘Look at them. It’s not just us?” 

Given that the narrative about race, Latinos, and Obama that 
emerged in the next several months so closely fit this pattern, Rodri- 
guez’s analysis was extremely prescient. Elements of his argument in 
fact echoed those made by Benjamin Wallace-Wells. In a Washington 
Post article from November 2006, Wallace-Wells observed that “what- 
ever racism remains in this country. . . coexists with a galloping desire 
to put that old race stuff behind us, to have a national Goodbye to All 
That moment.”” He predicted that whites’ desire to prove themselves 
to be over the issue of race would make Obama a much more appeal- 
ing candidate than Hillary Clinton, despite the historic nature of both 
their candidacies. The black/brown conflict narrative helped to satisfy 
that deep desire—which Obama’s candidacy had ignited—by allowing 
whites to displace the society’s remaining racial tensions onto racial 
minorities themselves. 

But Rodriguez cautioned against equating black/white conflict with 
hostility between blacks and browns. In that same article, he wrote, “Con- 
temporary black/Latino tensions don’t somehow erase—or render rou- 
tine—the historical divisions between white and black in America” “To 
pretend the two relationships are equivalent,” he claimed, “is to downplay 
the official role and legacy of white supremacy in American history.’ 

Ta-Nehisi Coates made a similar point in The Atlantic in 2009. Coates 
was objecting to a Time story that had characterized Sonia Sotomayor’s 
nomination to the Supreme Court as “perhaps the most potent symbol yet 
of a 21st-century rapprochement between ... Latino Americans and Afri- 
can Americans, who in the 20th century could be as violently distrustful 
of each other as blacks and whites were.’” Coates wrote, “It is amazingly 
self-serving to suggest that the evil [of white supremacy] even approaches 
anything that’s happened between blacks and Latinos in this country. It 
also conveniently allays American discomfort with an ugly, shameful past 
that we'd love to see go away.” 

As the quotes above suggest, the inter-minority conflict narrative 
also played directly into the ideology of colorblind individualism—the 
core ideology undergirding the story of whites’ triumph over racism in 
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the 2008 election.” By drawing parallels between white/black and black/ 
brown conflict, the narrative naturalized the violent and repressive his- 
tory of white supremacy as an inevitable outcome of intergroup contact. 
It located the source of contemporary U.S. racial problems in minority 
communities themselves, rather than in broader patterns of institutional 
discrimination that help to preserve white racial privilege. And by pre- 
senting non-whites as irrationally preoccupied with race, the narrative 
confirmed that race was a not a white problem, but rather a problem of 
people of color. 

The conflict narrative also evidenced what Claire Jean Kim has called 
“racial triangulation” As discussed earlier in this chapter, this concept 
refers to the ways in which other non-whites are racialized not along, 
but in relationship to, the black/white binary. In the narrative forwarded 
during the election, Asians and Latinos were neither like whites nor like 
blacks, but rather stood in contrast to both groups. Obama represented 
the “good minorities” in this scenario; those who were working together 
with whites to help heal the country’s racial divides. Asians, Latinos, and 
certain other blacks on the other hand, were figured as sources of racial 
tension, conflict, and confusion. In the 2008 race, they “injected racial 
politics” into an arena in which liberal whites themselves had remained 
colorblind. 


The Fact of His Blackness 


While the interracial conflict narrative was misleading and self-serving, 
Obama's race was not irrelevant to the racial middle. Though African 
Americans had not rejected Obama as “inauthentic,” they needed to be 
clear who he was before they would support him. For Latinos and Asians, 
some of the same issues were at play. At first, Obama’s outreach to non- 
black communities of color was not particularly good. As the columnist 
Mario Solis-Marich wrote in June 2008, “Obama himself has admitted 
time and time again that he has not matched Clinton’s outreach efforts 
to Hispanics.’ Ana Rivas wrote in the Wall Street Journal that Obama’s 
use of the slogan “Si, se puede” (the Spanish translation of “Yes, we can”) 
fell into the category of “Mariachi Politics’—token gestures that would be 
insufficient to capture Latino interest.” Clinton had greater name recog- 
nition, and spent much more time and money pursuing Latino and Asian 
votes than did Obama in the early part of the race. 
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Nonetheless, racial factors did influence political sentiment among the 
racial middle. Given that the predominant narrative forwarded to explain 
the significance of Obama’s candidacy was framed in terms of black and 
white, its relevance to Asian and Latino voters was not readily apparent. 
On the blog of the Asian American Action Fund, Maytak Chin discussed 
her difficulty figuring out where she and other Asians “fit” in the discus- 
sions of identity politics taking place during the election.” And in May 
2008, Richard Rodriguez urged Obama to “talk to Hispanics as a brown 
man who has made his way through a black and white America” “We 
would understand you better,’ he wrote in Newsweek, “if you understood 
your story in ours?” 

Part of the reason that Obama was not at first embraced by the racial 
middle, then, was the emphasis placed on his blackness. The early fas- 
cination in the press with Obama’s blackness seems to have been more 
a source of estrangement and alienation than of inter-minority identifi- 
cation. As a black man, Obama was expected to be far more concerned 
with African Americans than with other voters. According to an article 
in the Latino Times, Obama’s focus on gaining black votes “has created 
the perception amongst Hispanic people that he doesn’t care about their 
situation”! And as Professor Chang wrote in the article cited at the 
beginning of this chapter, “In the beginning perhaps I was not listening 
closely enough, because clearly he is someone who thinks beyond and 
cares for more than the black community?” A major shift in the percep- 
tion of Obama occurred toward the end of the primary season, when 
the racial middle swung its support his way. The idea that Obama was a 
“post-racial” politician—“rooted in the black community but not limited 
to it”—seems to have been part of the equation. 


Post-Racial Politics 


This notion, it should be noted, played differently to different audiences. 
Many African Americans viewed Obama’s “new race politics” as a wel- 
come change in black political leadership. As one blogger wrote, “I’m 
personally tired of the old, permed out, sweatin’ jive-preacher represen- 
tation.”*° Obama was widely admired for his savvy, cool temperament, 
and ease in both black and non-black worlds. But there was an undercur- 
rent of wariness about Obama’s next-generation blackness as well. Many 


African Americans understood the importance of his not appearing to 
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be a traditional “civil rights—style” leader. (Even Al Sharpton stated that 
Obama was running to be the president of America, not the president 
of black America.) Some took on faith that his silences on racial issues 
and his overtly conciliatory nature were tactical concessions necessary 
for success in his endeavor. But if elected, some wondered, would Obama 
look out for the interests of black Americans at all? Were his speeches on 
black personal responsibility truly designed to promote racial uplift, or 
were they primarily meant to score points with whites?® 

Among whites, Obama’s new politics of race were met with much less 
ambivalence and more outright celebration. Conservatives in particular 
praised the candidate for giving up the “protest politics” and “divisive- 
ness” of the past, and for seeming to be the one who would put the Sharp- 
tons and the Jacksons out of business forever. One of the many other pos- 
itive functions of Obama’s post-racial blackness was that it allowed whites 
to move beyond the issue of race themselves. As a former chairman of the 
Tennessee Democratic Party was quoted in the Wall Street Journal as say- 
ing, “Obama is running an emancipating campaign. . . . He is emancipat- 
ing white voters to vote for a black candidate.” 

For the racial middle, the new politics of race meant something else 
entirely. First, as such—as “new race politics”—the issue received virtually 
no discussion among Latino and Asian writers.*? Obama’s “post-racial” 
presentation of self, however, seems to have allowed non-black voters of 
color to identify with those aspects of his heritage most relevant to them. 
According to Thomas Chen in Harvard’s Perspective Magazine, Asian 
Americans switched their allegiance to Obama “once they learned about 
his diverse background” and realized that he was a “different kind of Afri- 
can American.”** 


Pareng Barack 


In speeches before predominantly Asian American audiences, Obama 
often mentioned his familial ties to Asian American and Pacific Islander 
communities—his childhood in Hawaii and Jakarta, his Indonesian step- 
father, half-Indonesian sister, and his Chinese American brother-in-law. 
These connections were clear points of pride for Asian American and 
Pacific Islander writers and activists. In a piece titled “Our Man Obama,’ 
the Vietnamese immigrant Andrew Lam wrote, “I see the rise of Barack 
Obama as the beginning [of] the end of a 500 year-old colonial curse”®® In 
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January 2008, the blogger Jennifer Fang wrote that having been raised in 
Hawaii and “surrounded by a majority of Asian American people,’ Barack 
Obama was “the candidate who most closely understands what it is like 
to be an Asian American.” Similarly, in Time magazine a native Hawai- 
ian politician was quoted as saying, “From the first time I heard that he 
referred to his grandmother as “Toot’ [derived from the Hawaiian word 
for grandmother], I felt a profound linkage to this man.’** 

The Filipino American journalist Benjamin Pimentel referred to 
Obama as Pareng Barack, or “Brother Barack,’ in his book of the same 
name. Interestingly, Pimentel was one of the only writers to draw paral- 
lels between the histories of blacks and Asians in the United States. In 
the Philippine Star, Pimentel wrote that an Obama victory would honor 
the memories of the “young blacks and whites who gave their lives for 
civil rights in the American south,’ as well as those “of Vera Cruz, Itliong 
and other [Filipino] farmworkers whose sacrifices now also are part of the 
[American] story.’ 

Some argued that Obama’s life experiences uniquely positioned him 
to understand the kinds of racism faced by Asian Americans. As Jeff 
Yang wrote in the San Francisco Chronicle, “Beneath the charges that 
[Obama is] ‘anti-American; is the lingering insinuation that the ‘exotic’ 
candidate with the ‘funny name’ is, in fact, not an American at all” “For 
Asian Americans,’ Yang continued, “that’s an implication with a familiar 
and frightening ring” Elsewhere Yang wrote that Obama’s memoir “reads 
like it was written to an Asian template.” Upon reading Dreams from My 
Father, he argued, “the Asian American reader’s feelings of déja vu will 
slip from amusing to uncanny.’ Yang suggested that given these reali- 
ties, Obama could in fact become “the first Asian American president.’”° 
Pimentel made a similar assertion in a story from January 2008. He wrote 
that if Toni Morrison “can claim that Bill Clinton was the first African 
American president, well, I should be able to make a similarly wild claim 
about Barack Obama.” “I mean he looks Pinoy, doesn’t he?’ he asked. “He 
could very well be Pareng Barack?” 


Latinos, Immigration, and Barack 
Latino writers and political commentators expressed some degree of 


identification with Obama as well. The Fox News commentator Geraldo 
Rivera, for example, claimed in early 2009 that Obama was “the first His- 
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panic president,’ echoing the sentiments of Yang and Pimentel discussed 
above. Among Latinos, however, much more important than personal 
identification with Obama was optimism about his stance on immigra- 
tion.” 

The Republican candidate, John McCain, was hindered in his efforts 
to capture the Latino vote by his party’s overt nativism. As Ben Smith 
wrote, “McCain seems to have wound up with the worst of both worlds: 
He appears to be getting no credit from Latino voters for his past support 
for immigration reform, while carrying the baggage of other Republicans’ 
hostility to illegal immigration.” But Obama benefitted from both the 
comparatively positive reputation of the Democrats on immigration and 
from his January 2008 expression of support for granting driver’s licenses 
to the undocumented. By the time of the general election, there was tre- 
mendous hope that if elected, Obama would introduce comprehensive 
immigration reform legislation during his first year in office.% 

In the three years since the election, Latino commentators have had 
quite a lot to say about President Obama. There is a general acknowl- 
edgement that he has appointed an unprecedented number of Latinos to 
positions of power in the federal government. The nomination of Sonia 
Sotomayor to the Supreme Court was seen as particularly important act 
in this regard.” Consistent with a broader souring toward Obama on the 
part of the liberal wing of the electorate, however, Latino commentators 
have also registered profound disappointment with the president. That he 
has failed to make comprehensive immigration reform a top legislative 
priority has been seen as a form of betrayal.” Some have expressed anger 
that the Obama administration has stepped up arrests and deportations 
of undocumented workers, pointing out that more detentions have taken 
place under Obama than during the Bush years.” In general, there is a 
feeling that many of the promises Obama made during the campaign may 
have been little more than lip service.” As the Univision television anchor 
Jorge Ramos, described as “the most influential Latino in America,’ said 
of the president in August 2010, “He has a credibility problem right now 
with Latinos”? 

By early 2011, however, this credibility problem had only persisted. 
While Obama's approval rating among Latinos stood at nearly 75% in 
January 2009, the Gallup Organization reported in March 2011 that it 
had fallen to somewhat over half.’°° In a recent post titled “Some Latinos 
Wondering Why Vote for Obama in 2012,’ one blogger wrote, “People can 
only be strung along for so long and then something has to be shown as 
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a sign of good faith that things will be different a second term around?” 
Given the openly anti-immigrant rhetoric and legislation forwarded by 
Republican politicians over the last several years, few believe that Latinos 
would defect to the GOP en masse. The chief threat facing Obama at this 
time, however, is that many members of this crucial voting block will sim- 
ply sit out the 2012 presidential election altogether.’ 


Conclusions 


Looking back at the 2008 race from the perspective of the racial middle, a 
number of conclusions may be drawn. First, it is clear that the black/white 
binary was the central axis around which the national conversation on 
race revolved. The dominant racial themes of the election, as well as most 
of the public discourse about race, were overwhelmingly phrased in terms 
of black and white. 

The racial middle was not entirely invisible in 2007/2008, however. 
The story of interracial conflict put forth to explain the early strong sup- 
port for Clinton’s candidacy reflected a lack of attention to the depth and 
diversity of thought among Latino and Asian voters. But it also helped to 
solidify the larger story of the election—one of white triumph over rac- 
ism—by drawing contrasts between the race consciousness of the racial 
middle and the colorblindness of liberal whites. In equating contempo- 
rary manifestations of conflict between minorities with the history of 
white supremacy in the United States, the narrative also downsized white 
culpability for racial injustice in the past. 

A central argument of this book is that many white and black Ameri- 
cans were drawn to Obama’s candidacy not despite his blackness, but 
because of it. But this was not so straightforwardly the case for the racial 
middle. The Latino journalists and bloggers I read did not overtly iden- 
tify with Obama as a fellow person of color, nor did they draw parallels 
between the historical experiences of blacks and Latinos in the United 
States. Though Asian American and Pacific Islander writers did identify 
with Obama far more personally, they did not identify him as a black 
man, focusing rather on the Asian dimensions of his biography. 

Latino and Asian writers did not describe Obama, or the significance 
of his candidacy, in black or in white terms. References to the new politics 
of race, to transcending race, and to the concept of post-racialism were 
largely absent. Much more common were discussions of frustration about 
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being overlooked and ignored in broader conversations about the elec- 
tion—except to the degree that they were figured as obstacles to racial 
progress. Race did matter to the racial middle, but not in the same way 
that it did to others, and perhaps not even to the same degree. This makes 
sense given that many Latino and Asian communities include large num- 
bers of immigrants not raised under the regimes of U.S. racial logic. And 
it also makes sense given that the members of the racial middle were not 
viewed in the same way as were whites or blacks. 

A review of the 2008 race, therefore, provides considerable evidence 
that black/white models of race relations are inadequate to capture the 
experiences and subjectivities of those racialized as neither white nor 
black. The racial middle is a “triangulated” space, existing not along the 
constructed axis of black and white, but in dialogue, and in contestation, 
with it. 
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the White Nation 


The Modern Conservative Movement and 


the Discourse of Exclusionary Nationalism 


A: an October 2008 rally in Greensboro, North Carolina, the Republi- 
can vice presidential nominee, Sarah Palin, then governor of Alaska, 
made the following statement: 


We believe that the best of America is in these small towns that we 
get to visit, and in these wonderful little pockets of what I call the 
real America, being here with all of you hard working very patri- 
otic . . . pro-America areas of this great nation. This is where we find 
the kindness and the goodness and the courage of everyday Ameri- 
cans. Those who are running our factories and teaching our kids and 
growing our food and are fighting our wars for us. Those who are 
protecting us in uniform. Those who are protecting the virtues of 
freedom." 


The “real America” also might have been called “Middle America,’ the 
“heartland, or “red state USA” In fact, the conservative commentator 
Glenn Beck had published a book titled The Real America in 2003. But 
Palin revived the real America in the 2008 presidential race, bringing 
along all its ideological trappings. 

The real America was a conservative, exclusivist vision of nation. If 
there was a real America, then there was also a not real, not authentic, 
not worthy America. There were “others” who were not so hardworking, 
not so patriotic, not so good. And following the logic of the narrative, we 
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knew, more or less, who the real Americans were and who they weren't. 
We knew in part because throughout the 2008 campaign, McCain and 
Palin utilized a dizzying array of terms to outline the boundaries of the 
real America and to differentiate between “us” and “them” 

In this chapter I unearth the racial roots of the real America narrative, 
as I critically examine the political discourse of the American right. For 
the Democrats, the trope of race was used to create an expansive, broadly 
inclusive nation. As Obama’s nation would triumphantly overcome the 
divide of race, so would it overcome all other divides (religion, gender, 
sexuality, class, disability, etc.). For the Republicans, however, race was 
a key element in constructing a delimited, bounded nation in which 
defining who was out was as important as defining who was in. For the 
McCain/Palin campaign in the 2008 election, this vision of nation was 
the real America.” 

The real America was populated by hockey moms, NASCAR dads, 
Joe Six-Pack, and Joe the Plumber.: Real Americans, we were told, were 
small-town voters, regular folks, hardworking people, your neighbors, 
and Middle Americans. As simple, God-fearing people, they cared more 
about kitchen table issues than any libel that might be written in the New 
York Times.* In 2007/2008, Clinton and Obama occasionally referred to 
segments of the electorate in similar terms. The labels did not have the 
same resonance when coming from the Democrats, however, because the 
terrain they were treading on was fundamentally conservative. Though 
repackaged in 2008 by the major-party candidates, these terms derived 
from the racially coded populist discourse that the right had been aggres- 
sively forwarding since the late 1970s.5 

The real America narrative articulated a vision of a good, white Amer- 
ica, one that could be identified by country music, guns, small towns, flags, 
and pickup trucks.° The idyllic heartland that the architects of the red state 
nation invoked was far from the gritty urban cores where black and brown 
people were imagined to reside in large numbers. The nation was under- 
stood to be Christian, heterosexual, and conservative as well. Thus “real- 
ness” (authenticity, legitimacy, righteousness, morality) and “American- 
ness” were defined using whiteness as one of several key criteria.’ 

The real America narrative was also embedded with a series of moral 
binaries. According to the broader discourse, there were “two Ameri- 
cas”—one righteous, humble, observant, and hardworking, and the other 
alternately arrogant and elitist, foreign, criminal, and profane.* Real 
Americans were simple men or women who'd take a cup of black coffee 
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over a latte any day. They knew right from wrong (they were not cultural 
relativists) and would pledge allegiance only to the red, white, and blue 
(they were not citizens of the world). Real Americans believed in family 
(not feminism) and marriage (but not for gays). And while there might 
be a few brown faces at the PTA or the neighborhood barbecue, the real 
America was decidedly not multicultural. In God’s country, Christmas 
would never be supplanted by Hanukah, Kwanza, or “winter break.’ As 
the cultural critic Rich Benjamin observed in 2009, “Obama's [ascen- 
dance] raises the stakes in a battle royal between two versions of America: 
one that is segregated yet slap-happy with its diversity .. . and an Amer- 
ica that ‘does not mind a little ethnic food, some Asian math whizzes, or 
a few Mariachi dancers—as long as these trends do not overwhelm the 
white dominant culture”? 

As the race progressed, the McCain/Palin campaign increasingly 
relied on polarizing cultural cues distinguishing “our side” from “theirs” 
Whereas Obama was at first largely criticized as inexperienced and naive, 
by the closing months of the election he had become an enemy of the 
nation and a foreign other. At a series of highly publicized rallies in the 
closing months of the race, the McCain-Palin camp attempted to tap into 
the existing well of white national and racial anxiety and channel it into 
activism. As I discuss below, the ideological groundwork for the campaign 
had been laid by a generation of conservative discourse on immigration, 
race, nation, and culture. 


Roots of the Real America Narrative: 
Paradigms of Exclusion and Inclusion 


The discourse of the real America derives from a strain of conservative 
nationalism that seeks to delimit and unify the nation in part through 
boundaries and exclusions. There is a fixation in this paradigm with defin- 
ing who is an authentic, legitimate, and loyal member of the nation, and 
who is a usurper, an outsider, a traitor, or an enemy. Obama’s campaign 
narrative, on the other hand, deployed the inclusive discourse of multi- 
cultural liberalism. Obama spoke of a big-tent nation that would com- 
prise many different kinds of Americans (gay and straight, able-bodied 
and disabled, black, brown, and white, Muslim, Jewish, and Christian). 
While the basic tendencies toward inclusion or exclusion have existed 
in this country, in some form or another, since the nation’s founding, they 
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have not remained static. These competing paradigms—which scholars 
refer to variously as pluralism, ethno-culturalism, cosmopolitan liber- 
alism, essentialism, incorporationism, and nativism—have been reart- 
iculated time and again in response to changing political and economic 
conditions." The earliest expressions of exclusionary nationalism were 
characterized by strong anti-Catholic sentiment, inherited from the Prot- 
estant colonists.” By the late 1880s, in response to mass immigration from 
southern and eastern Europe, those who advocated a delimited model of 
nation became obsessed with the problems of ethnicity. Many expressed 
fears that the “Anglo-Saxon race” would become extinct as Europeans 
of inferior stock overran the United States. By the end of World War II, 
however, the predominant nationalist sentiment in the United States had 
shifted markedly.* As their socioeconomic position improved, Poles, 
Italians, and Jews were upgraded from members of the lesser races to 
“meltable” ethnics eligible for assimilation into the mainstream. As James 
Barrett and David Roediger point out, for these immigrant groups, “the 
process of becoming white and becoming American were connected at 
every turn.” 

In the last half-century, debates about exclusion and inclusion have 
centered around Latinos and Asians—the new sources of immigration 
anxiety—as well as blacks, women, gays, and lesbians. Further, inclusiv- 
ism has attained primacy as the dominant paradigm of national identity, 
as reflected in the widespread (though vague) valorization of “diversity” 
and “multiculturalism.” 

Exclusivist tendencies, however, have remained an important part of 
the culture, and in recent years they have gained steam. Among the most 
important factors in the growth of contemporary conservative national- 
ism were the social justice movements of the 1960s and 1970s and the 
widespread immigration of non-whites following the abolition of national 
origins quotas in 1965. These developments have profoundly shifted the 
country’s cultural, political, and demographic balance, leading to acceler- 
ated fears of a brown takeover.”® 

The most immediate point of reference for conservative nationalist dis- 
course today is 9/11. The attacks that took place that day have heightened 
perceptions that the white nation is endangered, and they have revived 
doubts about the viability and wisdom of the inclusivist paradigm. As the 
conservative Mark Steyn wrote in 2006, “Liberals will still tell you that 
‘diversity is our strength’—while Talibanic enforcers cruise Greenwich 
Village burning books and barber shops?” 
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Threats to the White Nation 


Martin Spencer points out that each of the major historic waves of exclu- 
sionary nationalism in the United States were characterized by “a pro- 
found identity-anxiety,’ or “the fear that the ‘American identity —however 
this might be conceptualized—was in jeopardy.”* Deep anxiety about the 
nation is a particularly salient feature of conservative nationalism today. 
According to the chorus on the right, the United States is under siege, 
its values, freedom, and traditions imperiled. The white, Judeo-Christian 
foundation on which the nation was built is said to be in “eminent dan- 
ger” of erosion. Unless there is a major course correction on the part of 
our national leaders, we are told, the country that so many “knew and 
loved” will vanish from the earth. 

Such sentiments have been reflected in the words of numerous right- 
wing political commentators. Among the best known are the anti-immigra- 
tion activist Peter Brimelow, the polemical writer Ann Coulter, the Hoover 
Institution fellow Victor Davis Hanson, the political scientist Samuel Hun- 
tington, the radio commentator Rush Limbaugh, and former Colorado rep- 
resentative and Tea Party leader Tom Tancredo, as well as Glenn Beck, Bill 
O'Reilly, and many others from the Fox News cable television network.” 

Patrick Buchanan is one of the most prolific and high-profile members 
of this cohort. He has railed against non-white immigration, abortion, 
secularism, liberalism, feminism, homosexuality, and “reverse racism” for 
decades. Buchanan is a former Republican presidential candidate and a 
regular commentator on the (generally left-leaning) MSNBC cable news 
network. In his 2002 book The Death of the West, Buchanan painted the 
picture of a civilization in its final days: 


“Pat, we're losing the country we grew up in” Again and again in the 
endless campaign of 2000 I heard that lament from men and women 
across America. .. . In half a lifetime, many Americans have seen 
their God dethroned, their heroes defiled, their culture polluted, 
their values assaulted, their country invaded, and themselves demon- 
ized as extremists and bigots for holding on to beliefs Americans 
have held for generations. . . . Our world has been turned upside 
down. What was right and true yesterday is wrong and false today. 
What was immoral and shameful—promiscuity, abortion, euthana- 
sia, suicide—has become progressive and praiseworthy.”° 
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Buchanan believes that much of the blame for the decline of the United 
States may be placed on the shoulders of white women. As he stated in 
a July 2007 broadcast of the McLaughlin Group, “The rise of women to 
power in a civilization is very often the mark of its decline’ But even 
more concerning to Buchanan is the fact that so many women have 
become “hostile” to the ideas of birth and motherhood. “Why; he asks, 
“have Europe’s nations and peoples stopped having babies and begun to 
accept their disappearance from this earth with such seeming indiffer- 
ence?”” 

It is non-white immigration, however, that many conservatives believe 
to pose the greatest threat to the nation. In 2007's State of Emergency, 
Buchanan wrote that millions of the immigrants in the United States 
today “are strangers in our midst” They are culturally inferior others who 
come to the United States with “malevolent motives” and an assembly 
line of diseases.” In the opening pages of the book, he described the new 
immigration in terms that implied that the nation was being taken over 
and defiled: 


The African, Asian, Islamic, and Hispanic peoples that the West once 
ruled are coming to repopulate the mother countries. What can be 
said for a man who would allow his home to be invaded by strang- 
ers who demanded that they be fed, clothed, housed, and granted 
the rights of the firstborn? What can be said for a ruling elite that 
permits this to be done to the nation, and that celebrates it as a mile- 
stone of moral progress? . .. We are witnessing how nations perish. 
We are entered upon the final act of our civilization. The penultimate 
scene, now well underway, is the invasion unresisted.”** 


Peter Brimelow sounded a similar alarm in his 1996 book Alien Nation. 
The current wave of immigration, he wrote, is “so huge and so system- 
atically different” from anything past “as to transform—and ultimately, 
perhaps, even to destroy” the United States. “The racial and ethnic bal- 
ance of America is being radically altered,’ he continued. “Is that what 
Americans want?”> Note that these authors are even more concerned 
with immigrants than they are with blacks. “Completely different” from 
previous (i.e., white) immigrants, these “visible minorities” have entered 
the United States in such numbers as to fundamentally alter its charac- 
ter.” With its culture every day more debased, corrupted, and polluted, 
the nation is said to be faced with extinction. 
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This is not say that African Americans escape the scrutiny of the archi- 
tects of the right-wing nation. Blacks most often figure in the narrative 
as ungrateful racial bullies who benefit at the expense of whites. They are 
held back not by economic or racial barriers, but by their own crippling 
sense of victimhood and culture of failure. In March 2008, at the height 
of the controversy over Senator Obama’s relationship with Jeremiah 
Wright, Pat Buchanan argued that Obama’s former pastor “ought to go 
down on his knees and thank God he is an American.’ “America has been 
the best country on earth for black folks,” Buchanan argued. “It was here 
that 600,000 black people, brought from Africa in slave ships, grew into 
a community of 40 million, were introduced to Christian salvation, and 
reached the greatest levels of freedom and prosperity blacks have ever 
known.”’ Thus, Buchanan claimed, blacks had been saved, civilized, and 
liberated by the slave experience. Therefore they should be thankful to 
the nation and to whites, even for slavery. “We hear the grievances,’ he 
groused. “Where is the gratitude?” 

The conservative paradigm of nation expresses concern not only for 
the nation at large, but for the welfare of whites in particular. The fear is 
that whites will be displaced or oppressed in a nation in which non-whites 
hold the reins of power. The scholar Aimee Carrillo Rowe writes that “the 
discourse of white victimization” is a key element of contemporary con- 
servatism. This discourse has been used “to rearticulate the terrain of the 
national space,’ following “advancements made by white women and peo- 
ple of color’ In this context, she writes, “the discourse of whiteness has 
adapted by constructing white men as the new minority.’ 

Rush Limbaugh has been an especially prolific architect of this dis- 
course. In September 2009, he argued that a vicious interracial beating 
on a St. Louis school bus was an example of the kind of treatment that 
whites could expect under a black president: “You put your kids on a 
school bus you expect safety, but in Obama’s America the white kids 
now get beat up with the black kids cheering ‘yeah, right on, right on, 
right on.” On his July 2, 2010, radio show, Limbaugh further claimed that 
President Obama had created the recession “as payback” for 230 years of 
racial oppression.” 

Similarly, in the 2008 essay referred to above, Patrick Buchanan 
claimed that anti-white discrimination on the part of universities, busi- 
nesses, and government was an extremely common occurrence. While 
the public had heard “ad nauseam” about the Jena Six and the Duke 
lacrosse rape case, “about the epidemic of black assaults on whites that 
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are real) he railed, “we hear nothing.” This sense of victimization was 
also clearly articulated by Fox News's Glenn Beck in July 2009. Despite 
Obama’s strongly accomodationist posture on most matters pertaining 
to race, Beck claimed that the new president had demonstrated over and 
over again that he was a “racist” with a “deep-seated hatred for white peo- 
ple” Thus, far from considering themselves to be chauvinists or bigots, 
conservative ideologues identify themselves as freedom fighters, defend- 
ing their rights and those of the nation. As Bill O’Reilly said in a May 30, 
2007, interview with John McCain, “Do you understand what the New 
York Times wants, and the far-left want? They want to break down the 
white, Christian male power structure, of which you're a part and so am 
I. They want to bring in millions of foreign nationals to basically break 
down the structure that we have.”° 

Exclusionary nationalisms define the nation in large part by whom 
it stands against, and who stands against it. Thus America (the real 
America) has many enemies. In countless conservative tracts from 
the last several decades, America’s enemies have been identified, vari- 
ously, as multiculturalism, political correctness, black racism, the liberal 
media, coastal elites, third-world immigration, radical Islam, feminism, 
abortion, gay marriage, and secularism.** Where some see progress in 
attempts to extend full rights and recognition to members of historically 
oppressed groups, others see a liberal plot to disparage and destroy the 
real America. 

Many conservatives have answered the threats they perceive with the 
language of war. As Bill O’Reilly wrote in his 2006 manifesto Culture 
Warrior, “I have chosen to jump into the fray and become a warrior in 
the vicious culture war that is currently under way in the United States 
of America. War is exactly the right term. On one side of the battlefield 
are the armies of the traditionalists like me, who believe the United States 
was well founded and has done enormous good for the world. On the 
other side are the committed forces of the secular-progressive movement 
that want to change America dramatically”? Many of the threats the con- 
servative nation references today (multiculturalism, gay marriage, terror- 
ism, etc.) are products of the recent era. Thus, while the nation is “tra- 
ditionalist,’ in that it is characterized by nostalgia for an uncomplicated 
white past, it is also distinctly modern. With ideological roots extending 
back to the early days of the republic, the exclusionary nationalism of 
today is articulated around 21st-century sociopolitical and demographic 
concerns. 
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Combating the Enemy Other 


These were precisely the sentiments—white resentment, fear, and 
anger—that were exploited by John McCain and Sarah Palin. By the time 
the 2008 presidential race came along, voters had been primed by years 
of conservative rhetoric. The election was presented as part of the epic 
battle between the defenders of freedom and those who wished to tear 
the white Christian nation apart. Thus the real America would go to war. 

In the early months of the campaign, John McCain mostly avoided 
sharply attacking Obama, maintaining what one reporter called an “easy- 
going,’ “endearing” “campaign presence” From the outset of her emer- 
gence on the scene, however, Sarah Palin was a different story. The Alaska 
governor had an appetite for confrontation and polarization. As the con- 
servative journalist David Brooks observed in October 2008, “No Ameri- 
can politician plays the class-warfare card as constantly as Palin. Nobody 
so relentlessly divides the world between the ‘normal Joe Sixpack Ameri- 
can’ and the coastal elite” And as I argue above, the war that Palin and 
other conservatives sought to incite was racialized as well. 

Like Bill O’Reilly and others, Palin often made use of the language of 
battle and confrontation. In her September 3, 2008, speech at the Repub- 
lican National Convention, she began by mentioning John McCain’s 
22 years in uniform and her own son’s recent deployment to Iraq. “You 
know they say the difference between a hockey mom and a pit bull?’ she 
famously quipped, “Lipstick” Similarly, a month later, Palin opened a 
speech in Carson, Colorado, by saying, “OK, the heels are on, the gloves 
are off% In both instances, she positioned herself as a patriot-soldier 
while emphasizing her fealty to aspects of the conservative gender code.” 
She might be a fighter, but she was no emasculating, unattractive, liberal 
feminist. 


Anti-American Obama 


Patriotism was a major issue in the 2008 campaign, a basic litmus test 
of belonging to the real America. As the historian John Higham writes, 
“Seeing or suspecting a failure of assimilation, [the nativist] hears dis- 
loyalty. Occasionally the charge of disloyalty may stand forth naked and 
unadorned, but usually it is colored and focused by a persistent concep- 
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tion about what is un-American” In the 2008 race, Barack Obama’s 
patriotism was questioned at every turn. He was assailed for a purported 
unwillingness to wear the flag pin, for failing to put his hand over his 
heart during the national anthem, and for cancelling a visit with troops in 
Iraq. During an appearance on MSNBC’s Hardball with Chris Matthews, 
the Minnesota congresswoman Michele Bachmann claimed that she was 
“very concerned” that Obama and other liberal members of Congress 
“may have anti-American views”? 

Senator Obama was especially likely to be accused of being anti- 
American by association. In March 2008, a series of taped sermons by 
his former pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, came to light. In these 
sermons, which were broadcast again and again throughout the 24-hour 
news cycle, Wright denounced America’s histories of institutional racism 
and imperialism. Outraged conservatives claimed that the tapes proved 
that both Wright and Obama were anti-American and anti-white.*? A 
firestorm of controversy also surrounded statements made by Obama’s 
wife, Michelle, in February 2008, when she declared that she was “really 
proud of my country” for “the first time in my adult life?” Conservatives 
denounced this statement as arrogant, anti-American, and racist.” 

As in the Wright case, a perceived attack on the United States was 
taken as an attack on white Americans as well. Charges of “reverse rac- 
ism” are a basic feature of the discourse of white racial victimization, and 
an increasingly common feature of contemporary American racial poli- 
tics.” As if to defend the candidate’s wife, Bill O’Reilly declared on Fox 
News, “I don’t want to go on a lynching party against Michelle Obama 
unless there’s evidence, hard facts, that say this is how the woman really 
feels” “If that’s how she really feels, that America is a bad country or a 
flawed nation, whatever—then that’s legit; he continued. “We'll track it 
down”3 

But Barack Obama was said to be un-American in more than senti- 
ment. The deeper implication was that patriotism was not truly possible 
for him because he was simply not American.** For the right, Obama’s 
core was not just too exotic to be recognizably American, it was funda- 
mentally inimical to the nation. Throughout the campaign, the conser- 
vative media and McCain/Palin used innuendo and direct accusation to 
associate Obama with terrorism and Islam. In the summer of 2008, Fox 
News ran several segments about Osama Bin Laden in which the Saudi 
9/11 mastermind was “mistakenly” identified as “Obama” Bin Laden.“ 
Right-wing commentators regularly referred to the Democratic candidate 
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as Barack Hussein Obama, in order to draw parallels between Obama and 
the executed Iraqi dictator.“° When Fox News’s Alan Colmes suggested 
that his guest Bill Cunningham’s repeated references to Obama (and not 
to McCain) by his full name constituted a double standard, Cunningham 
replied, “My standard, Alan Colmes, is for the American people and the 
American way of life” 

From early 2007 onward, the Internet was flooded with websites and 
e-mails claiming that Obama was a Muslim with jihadist leanings.** In 
January of that year, the Fox News anchors Steve Doocy and John Gibson 
alleged that Obama had been educated at a radical Islamist school dur- 
ing his boyhood in Indonesia, in one instance of the network’s ongoing 
rumoring about the candidate’s likely Muslim roots.* And even the Clin- 
ton campaign appears to have attempted to raise fears by linking Obama 
to Islam: the pictures of Obama dressed in “Muslim garb” that appeared 
on the Drudge Report website in February 2007 were widely believed to 
have been submitted by a Clinton staffer.° 

In an attempt to parody the anti-American and anti-white rumors 
that had dogged Senator Obama for months, the New Yorker published a 
drawing on the cover of its July 21, 2008, edition that proved to be terrifi- 
cally controversial. The drawing featured Michelle Obama as a fist-bump- 
ing black radical with an Angela Davis—style afro and a machine gun, and 
Barack Obama dressed as an “Arab” or as a “Muslim.” The two stood in 
the Oval Office of the White House, where an American flag burned in 
the fireplace and a portrait of Bin Laden hung on the wall. While some 
saw the image as satire, others believed it to be offensive and incendiary. 


Who Is the Real Barack Obama? 


McCain and Palin only fanned the flames. Faced with dropping poll num- 
bers, John McCain’s strategists decided to adopt a “very aggressive” strat- 
egy in last month of the race.** Obama would be presented not merely 
as under-qualified and overhyped, but also as a dangerous unknown. At 
an October 6 rally in Albuquerque, McCain asked ominously, “Who is 
the real Barack Obama? ... What is his plan for America?” Sarah Palin 
ratcheted the rhetoric up considerably higher. In a series of speeches in 
early October, she repeatedly and forcefully raised the issue of Obama's 
association with the former radical William Ayers.® “This is not a man 
who sees America as you see it and how I see America,” she claimed. “Our 
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opponent ... is someone who sees America it seems as being so imperfect 
that he’s palling around with terrorists who would target their own coun- 
try?” When accused of greatly exaggerating the extent of Obama’s relation- 
ship with Ayers, Palin refused to back down, saying that Obama had in 
fact “kicked off his political career in the guy’s living room.” 

In the final days of the race, McCain staffers publically accused Palin 
of going off message and taking things too far. By then, however, the 
explosive rhetoric of the campaign had caught fire. As Eleanor Clift wrote 
in Newsweek, “The cultural arsenal is about all McCain has left against 
Obama. ... Whatever else Palin does in this race, she has ignited the cul- 
ture war.” As Andrew Sullivan wrote in The Atlantic, “There was always 
going to be a point of revolt and panic for a core group of Americans who 
believe that Obama simply cannot be president. . . . This is that point. As 
the polls suggest a strong victory, the Hannity-Limbaugh-Steyn-O Reilly 
base are going into shock and extreme rage.’ 

As November 4 approached, the alarm and anger among conservative 
voters reached palpable proportions. McCain/Palin rallies increasingly 
appeared to be populated by volatile crowds of fearful, angry white vot- 
ers. One Clearwater, Florida, man yelled “Kill him!” in response to Palin’s 
claim that Obama consorted with terrorists. In Jacksonville, an audience 
member cried “Treason!” after Palin stated that he did not support the 
troops. Agitated throngs at Republican events were reported to jeer and 
to hiss at the mention of Obama’s name. At a town hall meeting in Wis- 
consin, the Washington Post reported, “there were boos, middle fingers 
turned up and thumbs turned down as a media caravan moved through 
the crowd” As McCain raised the issue of Obama’s tax plan at an event 
Pennsylvania, one supporter yelled “Off with his head!” and another 
screamed “Traitor!” The hostility spread into other electoral contests 
as well. At an October 9 Senate debate in Perry, Georgia, a woman was 
heard to shout “Bomb Obama!” at the mention of the candidate’s name.** 

It soon became clear that the emotions the campaign had incited had 
gotten beyond the control of the Republican presidential nominee. At a 
mid-October event in Lakeville, Minnesota, McCain was unable to rein 
in the hostility of his supporters. When McCain told fearful crowd mem- 
bers, “I have to tell you [Obama] is a decent person and a person that 
you do not have to be scared [of] as president of the United States,” he 
was booed and hissed by the crowd. Later, a woman told McCain, “I don’t 
trust Obama. I have read about him. He’s an Arab” As an apparently star- 
tled McCain responded, “No, ma’am, he’s a decent family man, [a] citizen 
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that I just happen to have disagreements with,’ he was again met with a 
chorus of boos.” 

While many observers to the center and left of the political spectrum 
found the developments of the last weeks of the campaign to be alarming, 
most conservative commentators dismissed their concerns as vastly over- 
blown." For me, however, there are two important things to note about 
the turn the race took. First, it is evident that neither Palin nor McCain 
could have stirred up that degree of antipathy by means of several weeks 
of speech making alone. Clearly, the GOP candidates had tapped into an 
existing well of deeply held fears and resentments. In the context of the 
election, the allegations of McCain and Palin ignited these sentiments like 
a powder keg. For some, it must have seemed that their worst nightmare 
was coming to life. Obama’s ascendance was the culmination of the immi- 
grant takeover, the beginning of a new era of white racial oppression, the 
end of the real America. 

I believe that it is also important to consider the content of the attacks 
on Obama during the race. Many commentators have argued these attacks 
were fundamentally grounded in anti-black racism. I think this was part 
of the story, but not all of it. Also crucial in understanding the conser- 
vative opposition to Obama is the extent to which he was portrayed as 
a foreign, dangerous, alien other. It should be noted that this is a differ- 
ent form of racialization, and a different positioning in relationship to the 
construct of nation. Being seen as a lesser member of the nation is not the 
same as being seen as inherently foreign to the nation.” In the 2008 elec- 
tion, Obama was subjected to two kinds of exclusionary racialization—as 
black (inferior, lazy, ungrateful, racist against whites, incompetent) and, 
separately, as an enemy alien (foreign, dangerous, inimical to the nation). 
And during the 2007/2008 electoral season, in the mainstream conserva- 
tive discourse that this chapter has focused on, the second set of accusa- 
tions seemed to have more ideological currency than the first. The funda- 
mental danger that Obama was believed to pose to the nation came less 
from his blackness than from his third-world, terrorist roots. 

This point has some interesting implications for scholarly analyses of 
the election. A number of progressive observers have complained that in 
2007/2008, the press and the major-party candidates discussed race in 
almost exclusively black-and-white terms, basically ignoring other popu- 
lations of color.® As I have argued in previous chapters of this book, it is 
evident that the Obama camp, the Clinton campaign, and the Obama- 
adoring segments of the media were chiefly fixated on the black/white 
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divide—either overcoming it or exploiting it. For the right-wing attack 
machine, however, it was Obama’s other racial otherness that was key. 
Both the real America narrative and the broader conservative nationalist 
discourse from which it was derived displayed a deeper preoccupation 
with the browning of America writ large. 

One might argue that the fear-mongering and hostility of the last 
months of the campaign tell us little about the views of most white con- 
servatives, as these extreme attitudes were representative of only a minor- 
ity of voters and a handful of vocal conservative talking heads. But it is 
important to remember that John McCain won the majority of white vot- 
ers, beating Obama among this cohort by a 12-point margin.” Thus, while 
the attempts to stir up anti-Muslim sentiment and the specter of jeering 
crowds likely turned off some white voters, a sizeable majority were either 
drawn to these developments or not bothered enough by them to aban- 
don the ticket. This reality, along with the even more virulent displays 
of rage, xenophobia, and racism by members of the “Tea Party” move- 
ment in 2009/2010, suggests that the ride from here to a majority-minor- 
ity America is likely to be a bumpy one. It seems that the transition to a 
nation envisioned as red, white, blue, and brown is far from complete. 


Racial Politics under the 
First Black President 


o conclude the book, I briefly discuss racial politics since Barak 

Obama’s electoral victory, and ponder the larger meaning of his 
political ascent for racial dynamics in the future. In the previous chap- 
ter, I examined the racial and national politics of members of the con- 
servative mainstream (i.e., the Republican Party presidential nomi- 
nees, other elected officials, well-known authors, and commentators 
from the major conservative news outlets). Here, however, I begin by 
looking at two political movements that are further to the right of 
the political spectrum—the “birthers” and the Tea Party. Each gained 
substantial notoriety in the first two years after the election, in part 
because of the racially tinged nature of their intense opposition to the 
president. 


The Birthers 


The seemingly irrational belief that Obama could not be truly American 
has found its clearest expression in the “birther” movement. Despite all 
evidence to the contrary, birthers insist that Barack Obama is not a nat- 
ural-born citizen, and thus he is ineligible to hold the office of president. 
The birther movement includes conservative activists, attorneys, blog- 
gers, and others who have claimed, since the Democratic primary, that 
Obama’s Hawaiian birth certificate (released by the campaign in 2007) 
is a forgery.’ Birthers cloak themselves in the language of patriotism and 
constitutionalism. They maintain that the president’s alien status means 
that the country has no legally appointed head of state and therefore is 
in a state of constitutional crisis. The language of the movement is also 
decidedly conspiratorial. As one website claims, “No doctor has [ever] 
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come forward to state that he or she was the doctor that brought Barrack 
Hussein Obama, II, into the world on August 4, 1961? 

The birther myth has proved extraordinarily tenacious. Almost three 
years (at this writing) after the election, activists on the far right persist 
in disputing the validity of Obama’s citizenship. By mid-2011, the website 
WorldNetDaily had published more than 600 articles on the topic.? Since 
Obama’s January 2009 inauguration, numerous challengers (including 
the former Republican presidential candidate Alan Keyes) have brought 
lawsuits before the lower and higher courts demanding that Obama pro- 
vide “valid” proof that he was born in the United States. As Ben Smith 
writes, “The suits share a vague, underlying notion that Obama must be 
some sort of foreigner, probably Kenyan, Indonesian or British, though 
none have any evidence or a coherent narrative to support the claim”* 
Similarly, in July 2009, the army reservist Stefan Cook grabbed headlines 
when he refused to deploy to Afghanistan on the grounds that Obama did 
not have the authority to send him there.‘ 

Though it is tempting to assume that the birther myth is confined to a 
minority of individuals on the fringe, a poll conducted by CNN in August 
2010 suggested that more than one in four Americans had doubts about 
Obama’s citizenship.° Further, support for the theory that Obama was 
not born in the United States appears to provide traction for conserva- 
tive politicians seeking to appeal to constituents on the far right. In fact, 
the movement has gained the open or tacit endorsement of a number of 
Republican elected officials. In March 2009, Representative Bill Posey of 
Florida introduced a House bill to require that all candidates for president 
present a birth certificate before running for office. In February 2010, the 
Tennessee state senator Ron Ramsey, who was then running for gover- 
nor, went on record to question Obama’s citizenship. In July 2010, then 
Republican congressman (and now U.S. senator) David Vitter of Louisi- 
ana stated that he would “support conservative legal organizations and 
others who would bring [the issue of Obama’s citizenship] to court” And 
in April 2011, the billionaire real estate developer and reality T.V. show 
star Donald Trump, said to be considering a run for the White House, 
grabbed the headlines by repeatedly declaring that Obama’s citizenship 
“may be a scam” Soon after, the Washington Times reported that “since 
Mr. Trump embraced the issue of Mr. Obama's birth .. . he has gone from 
nowhere to the top tier of possible 2012 Republican candidates.”’ 

Though the former Republican presidential nominee John McCain was 
born in the Panama Canal, this fact has been entirely ignored.’ The facts, 
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after all, are beside the point. The birther myth refuses to die because it 
seems to provide evidence for a belief—deeply held among some Ameri- 
cans—that Obama’s presidency is illegitimate. Barack Hussein Obama— 
black, Muslim, Arab, foreign—is simply incompatible with the nation. 


The Tea Party 


The festering rage of the last months of the GOP campaign spilled over 
into what would become, in 2009, the “Tea Party” movement. While a 
detailed examination of the Tea Party is beyond the scope of this book, I 
do want to highlight some of its dimensions here. The Tea Party began as 
a loose coalition of groups (the Tea Party Express, the Tea Party Patriots, 
Tea Party Nation, the National Tea Party Federation, etc.) lying generally 
to the right of the GOP. Among the most distinguishing features of the 
movement in the first two years of its existence were its virulent oppo- 
sition to the president and the defiant, angry tone of the protests that 
were staged in cities across the United States. Armed with the rhetoric of 
revolution, patriotism, and liberty, Tea Party members expressed outrage 
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over “out-of-control spending,’ “government bailouts,’ “government-run 
health care,’ and President Obama’s “socialist agenda” 

Tea Party groups repeatedly declared their independence from the 
Republican Party, and many in the GOP in turn expressed considerable 
wariness about being openly associated with the movement. Yet there 
were clear linkages between the Tea Party and the Republicans. A July 
2010 poll conducted by the Gallup Organization found that eight in ten 
Tea Party members considered themselves to be conservative Republi- 
cans.” On July 16, 2010, Congresswoman Michele Bachmann of Minne- 
sota filed paperwork to establish a “Tea Party Caucus” in the House of 
Representatives. By the 21st of the month, 50 other members of Congress 
had joined Bachmann’s group.” Later that year, the Tea Party transitioned 
from a fringe protest movement to one with real political power. In the 
November 2010 midterm elections, more than three dozen Tea Party— 
backed candidates were elected to Congress, helping the Republican 
Party regain control of the House and make major gains in the Senate.” 

The Tea Party has also developed particularly close ties to the former 
Republican vice presidential nominee Sarah Palin. During her February 
2010 keynote speech at the party’s first national convention, Palin deliv- 
ered a “blistering criticism” of President Obama that “was greeted with 
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wild enthusiasm.” “This is about the people,’ she stated, “and it’s a lot big- 
ger than any charismatic guy with a teleprompter.’ Declaring that “Amer- 
ica is ready for a revolution!,’ she brought audience members to their feet. 
The former Alaska governor continued to use militaristic rhetoric follow- 
ing her February appearance. In March 2010, after the Obama adminis- 
tration managed to secure passage of a major health care reform bill that 
had been reviled by conservatives, Palin urged “Commonsense Conserva- 
tives & lovers of America” not to “retreat,’ but instead to “reload?” 

Far more strident rhetoric came from other members of the Tea 
Party. The most controversial aspect of the movement in 2009/2010 was 
the way its supporters positioned themselves with regard to race. Echo- 
ing the “two Americas” discourse of the McCain/Palin campaign (see 
chapter 7), the former Colorado representative Tom Tancredo declared 
at the February convention, “People who could not spell the word ‘vote’ 
or say it in English put a committed socialist ideologue in the White 
House—name is Barack Hussein Obama... . The revolution has come. 
It was led by the cult of multiculturalism aided by leftist liberals all over 
who don't have the same ideas about America as we do””® In September 
2009, Mark Williams, then leader of the Tea Party Express, told CNN’s 
Anderson Cooper that he believed Obama to be an “Indonesian Mus- 
lim,’ a “welfare thug,” and the “racist-in-chief”'* In May 2010, in protest 
of the planned building of an Islamic cultural center near the site of the 
9/11 attacks in New York, Williams stated that Muslims were “savages” 
who worshipped a “monkey god” 

In July 2010, the NAACP passed a resolution condemning the racism 
of the Tea Party. As if to prove their point, Williams countered that the 
NAACP was itself a “vile racist group” that had “made more money off 
of race than any slave trader ever.” A few days later, he published on his 
blog an “open letter” to Abraham Lincoln from the “the coloreds” of the 
United States, which stated: 


We Coloreds have taken a vote and decided that we don’t cotton 
to that whole emancipation thing. Freedom means having to work 
for real, think for ourselves, and take consequences along with the 
rewards. That is just far too much to ask of us Colored People and 
we demand that it stop! ... Mr. Lincoln, you were the greatest rac- 
ist ever. We had a great gig. Three squares, room and board, all our 
decisions made by the massa in the house. Please repeal the 13th and 
14th Amendments and let us get back to where we belong.” 
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Williams was expelled as leader of the Tea Party Express shortly thereafter.” 

Similarly extreme sentiments, however, were reflected in the signage 
found at Tea Party rallies. Like the GOP rallies of the final month of the 
election, the protests at times appeared to be cauldrons of resentment 
and rage. Some people came with shotguns. Crowd members carried 
posters depicting as Obama as a terrorist, as an African witch doctor with 
a bone through his nose, or as Hitler. A protester in Chicago carried a 
sign reading “The American Taxpayers Are the Jews for Obama’s Oven.’ 
A poster from a Wisconsin rally read, “Obama’s Plan: White Slavery.’ 
And one Florida man carried a sign featuring Obama slitting Uncle Sam’s 
throat with a knife.’ 

One particularly common image featured Obama in whiteface, chan- 
neling the homicidal Joker of the 2008 Batman movie. Obama wore a 
crazed, maniacal expression, his eyes circled in black, and the red paint 
on his lips extending to his cheeks and chin, as if they had been sliced 
open. The color symbolism of this image—particularly the whiteface— 
was both striking and disturbing. It seemed to suggest that Obama was a 
sinister black villain who had usurped a white man’s role. Most often the 
word “socialism” ran across the bottom of the image.”° 

In addition to the hundreds of race crimes reported to have been perpe- 
trated in the wake of Obama’s victory, this imagery reminds us that while 
“old style” racism may be marginalized in the United States, it is far from 
dead.” Further, when one considers the content of the various charges 
leveled against Obama—that he is a Muslim, a socialist, an Arab, a mad- 
man, a terrorist, a racist, the Antichrist, or Hitler—and their simultaneous 
irrationality, illogic, and tenacity, it seems particularly clear that for many 
of his accusers, panic about race in general has been inextricably tied to 
anxiety about the nation, and about the place that whites “like them” will 
be relegated to in the post-9/11, majority-minority United States. 


Conclusions 


One of the goals of this book was to uncover the subtle and blatant ways 
that race was used against Obama by his liberal and conservative oppo- 
nents alike. But an even more important goal of the work has been to 
demonstrate the ways in which Obama’s race contributed to his elec- 
toral appeal. Obama brought to the forefront a new kind of black public 
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persona—“mainstream,’ “articulate,” less angry, and less confrontational. 
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Far from transcending race, Obama was still clearly marked as black. The 
antidote to the Jacksons and the Sharptons, he offered a way through the 
“stagnant” and “stilted” racial politics of recent decades. In some ways, 
Obama seemed the answer to many of the anxious questions that had 
been posed about race in the 21st century. While campaigning on a mes- 
sage of unity, hope, and change, Obama was clear, nonetheless, that he 
would make no race-based demands of white Americans, nor attempt to 
significantly modify the existing racial order. 

Though conservatives did express concerns about terrorism and non- 
white immigration in 2007/2008, what we saw in the election was that the 
national debate about race was primarily framed as a conversation between 
black and white. The focal point of racial anxiety and conflict was under- 
stood to be the fraught and contested relationship between white Amer- 
icans and the descendants of slaves. Obama was a chance for reconcilia- 
tion and redemption, notions that were particularly important in a deeply 
polarized nation mired in an unpopular war. If Obama could redeem the 
United States and heal the wound of race, it seemed, he might heal all other 
national wounds and make it feel good to be American again. 

Throughout this book, I have critiqued the colorblind perspectives on 
race found in the rhetoric of the Obama campaign and in mainstream 
press. But I have also distanced myself somewhat from the deeply pessi- 
mistic points of view found in the work of several scholars on this issue.” 
I have attempted to move beyond both the simplistic, binary assump- 
tions inherent in the colorblind individualist perspective, and, to a certain 
extent, in the predominant critique of this paradigm. Issues are not sim- 
ply about race, and therefore racist, or not at all about race, and therefore 
anti-racist. As I have demonstrated in this book, there is lots of middle 
ground. That many whites voted for Obama in 2008 in no way proves that 
they were indifferent to his color. But the prevailing counterargument, 
that whites were drawn to Obama largely because he validated their hid- 
den racist sentiments, is also, in my view, far too simplistic.” Further, by 
claiming either that Obama’s win was largely meaningless (or even, as 
some have, that it was primarily a victory for white supremacy), schol- 
ars of race and other progressives risk becoming dismissed as ideologues 
blindly committed to a belief in the unchanging and intractable nature of 
racial oppression.”* 

To be clear, I believe that the election of Barack Obama represented 
a definitive, positive step forward for the nation overall. Black, biracial, 
middle-class, and born to an immigrant father, Obama was in many ways 
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the face of the new America. He put forth a vision of a vibrant, multi- 
cultural nation that would embrace the full range of its diversity. There 
was something undeniably powerful about seeing Obama give his victory 
night speech in Chicago on November 4. It was almost unbelievable that 
a black man, and his black American family, would soon move into the 
White House and represent the United States to the world. 

On that November day, Obama triumphantly declared that “at this 
defining moment . . . change has come to America.” But three years out, 
many are asking what this really means. As president, Obama has faced 
strong criticism from both right and left. Throughout his term, many 
progressives have expressed disappointment about his timid or centrist 
stances on major political issues such as health care, the Afghan war, the 
environment, gay rights, financial reform, and race. As Eric Alterman 
wrote in The Nation on July 7, 2010, “If one examines the gamut of legisla- 
tion passed and executive orders issued that relate to the promises made 
by candidate Obama, one can only wince at the slightly hyperbolic joke 
made by late night comedian Jimmy Fallon, who quipped that the presi- 
dent’s goal appeared to be to ‘finally deliver on the campaign promises 
made by John McCain.” And in mid-2011, the Nobel Prize-winning econ- 
omist and New York Times columnist Paul Krugman asked, “What have 
they done with President Obama? What happened to the inspirational 
figure his supporters thought they elected? Who is this bland, timid guy 
who doesn’t seem to stand for anything in particular?” 

President Obama has generally not shown the kind of leadership 
in dealing with racial matters either. He has tended to shy away from 
discussions of race, and to declare accusations of racism made by his 
political allies (such as Jimmy Carter and Eric Holder) to be invalid. His 
infamous July 2009 “beer summit” read largely as an apology to white 
Americans for having raised the issue of institutional racism in a force- 
ful manner.” In a late July 2010 address before the National Urban 
League, Obama urged Americans to discuss racial matters “around 
kitchen tables and water coolers and church basements.” But he dis- 
missed the idea of taking the discussions to a higher level, arguing that 
there was no need to have “a bunch of academic symposia or fancy com- 
missions or panels’”” 

In chapter 3, I suggested that the new politics of race had the potential 
to evolve into a genuine racial dialogue. Such a dialogue would allow for 
an open exchange of ideas without demanding silence on issues of racial 
injustice. Currently, the “new racial calculus” seems instead to be func- 


128 || Racial Politics under the First Black President 


tioning as a kind of straightjacket for the president. During his almost 
three years in office, Obama has failed to forward policies that would 
directly address the persistent problems of racial inequality, leading 
prominent black critics to charge that he has no agenda for black Amer- 
ica. In April 2011, the black intellectual Cornel West, who had come to 
express qualified support for candidate Obama, declared that the presi- 
dent had become a “puppet” of powerful interests, a “black mascot” of 
Wall Street oligarchs, and “the friendly face of the American empire 
abroad.” Latino writers have been particularly vocal in their criticism 
of Obama's failure to comply with his promise to pursue comprehensive 
immigration reform. Some have argued that he has stepped up rates of 
arrest and detention—currently higher than rates during the Bush admin- 
istration—in order to appease conservatives.*® Obama has seemed at 
times to be more willing to let the reactionary right control the national 
dialogue on race than to take a firm stand himself.*° 

Barack Obama found a way of dealing with the issue of race in the 
United States that enabled him to ascend to the White House. This was 
a major accomplishment. But Obama’s brand of racial politics becomes 
deeply problematic to the extent that it justifies heaping further scorn on 
the most economically and politically marginalized people of color; or 
that it requires upwardly mobile non-whites to join in the chorus of con- 
demnation in exchange for integration and acceptance; or that it invali- 
dates the pursuit of racial equality in fact rather than merely in principle. 
While Obama’s successful campaign for the presidency was an impor- 
tant historical breakthrough, it certainly did not represent the nation’s 
definitive triumph over the problems of race—not only because we are 
still profoundly unequal in many non-electoral domains (housing, educa- 
tion, criminal justice, wealth, etc.), but also because the way that race fac- 
tored into Obama’s own ascent was complicated and problematic. Barack 
Obama helped to create a space for new conceptions of national identity 
and a new kind of racial politics. But we must continue to push that space 
open much further. 
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